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Abstract 
The Lao People' s Democratic Republic is one of the most ethnically and linguistically 
diverse nations in Southeast Asia. Since 1975, the Communist government has touted as its 
hallmark a discourse of interethnic equality and solidarity, particularly in the field of 
education. However, a critical reading of government policies and planning measures over 
the past 30 years reveals a persistent discourse of ethnic Lao cultural and linguistic 
centrality. 
This thesis seeks to identify the various Lao government discourses on language, ethnicity 
and education, then to explore how these divergent official discourses are reproduced, 
adapted or contested on the ground through language practice in ethnic minority classrooms. 
1t begins with a discourse analysis of selected policy texts, then moves on to an analysis of 
the code-switching practices of teachers and students in three ethnic minority primary school 
classrooms in relation to the official discourses. The thesis aims both to increase our 
understanding of language, ethnicity and education in the Lao context and to contribute to 
academic discussions on the relationship between the Slate, minority languages, education 
and power. It is based on one year's fieldwork in the ethnic Kmhmu primary school 
classrooms of Nalae district, northwestern Laos, and four years' previous experience 
working in the Lao education sector. 
It will become clear in this thesis that teachers and students are aware of the official role of 
Lao as the language of education and signal this in various ways through their language 
choice. However, it will also be seen that they allocate significant roles to the mother tongue 
in the classroom, not only as a secondruy and minor medium of instruction. The assertion by 
a Lao education official that, when it comes to language, 'the big ones swallow the small 
ones' docs not appear to be supported by the evidence in this case. 
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1 Introduction 
This is a study of language, education, ethnic minorities and the Lao state. Its aim is 
twofold. Firstly, it seeks to identify the discourses on education, ethnic minority peoples and 
their languages which are articulated within the structures of the Lao state. In order to do 
this, it looks to policy texts, their interpretations by key actors working within the agencies 
of the state, and the policies' implementation (or otherwise) on the ground. It does this in 
tandem with an analysis of the historical context of ethnic relations in Laos. 
The second aim of the study is lo explore whether the state's discourses on language, 
ethnicity and education are reproduced by ethnic minority students and their teachers 
through classroom language use. The study considers code-switching practices in particular, 
and supports this analysis with the analysis of ethnic relations in the local community and of 
teachers' own comments on the topic. 
1.1 The research questions 
The Lao People's Democratic Republic is a small, landlocked country of fewer than six 
million people which lays nestled in the fertile river valleys and rugged mountains between 
China, Vietnam, Cambodia, Thailand and Myanmar. With around 85% of its population 
engaged in subsistence agriculture (World Bank, 2005: 5), and ranked 130 out of 177 
countries on the UNDP Hwnan Development Index (UNDP, 2007- 2008), it is one of the 
least economically developed countries in Southeast Asia. However, with up to 230 ethnic 
groups, it is one of the region's richest in ethnic and linguistic diversity. The ethnic Lao 
comprise approximately fifty percent of the population (Lao National Statistics Centre, 
2005)1, and the wider Tai family to which they belong approximately seventy-one percent 
(Gordon, 2005), while the remainder of the population belongs to three ethnolinguistic 
1 This figure, like others on ethnicity in Laos, is unreliable. See section 1.6 below. 
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families: Austroasiatic, Hmong-Mien and Sino-Tibetan, and a myriad of smaller language 
groups. 
The Communist government of the Lao P.O.R., since coming to power in 1975, has 
ruticulated a concern with ethnic minorities which appears greater than that of previous 
regimes (Stuart-Fox, 2003). This concern has been expressed in the proliferation of policy 
documents addressing minority issues, the appointment of ethnic minority cadres and staff to 
its Party and government agencies, the creation of a multiethnic national image in 
government sponsored visual media, and collaboration on a host of internationally funded 
development projects which target ethnic minority communities. 
Yet this heightened concern with ethnic minorities in Laos is accompanied by discourses of 
ethnic Lao centrality apparent in those same policy documents, cu ltural representations and 
planning initiatives. A closer reading of government policy reveals a tension between the 
rhetoric of interethnic equality and solidarity, and Lbe ideology of a culture hierarchy with 
the ethnic Lao at the top. Likewise, an examination of planning measures in minority 
education reveals a discourse of ethnic Lao cultural and linguistic dominance. 
This leaves us with the question of whether there is a dominant official discourse on ethnic 
minority cultures and languages in the Lao PDR and what it might be, and if not, how 
apparently contradictory discourses are reconciled by government actors. It also prompts us 
to ask whether and how the ambiguities and tensions in official discourses are expressed or 
resolved on the ground by ethnic minority people themselves. 
This thesis explores these questions with specific reference to language use in the context of 
ethnic minority primary education in Laos. It examines the policy addressing ethnic minority 
issues in general and education specifically, then moves on to a consideration of language 
use in three ethnic minority primary school classrooms in Nalae District, Luang Nam Tha 
province in northwestern Laos. The particular focus in the second part of the thesis is on 
2 
code-switching practices, as these code choices demonstrate the roles attributed to each 
language resulting from teachers' discourses on language use - whether or not these are 
consistent with the discourses articulated in the official policies. The thesis seeks to answer 
the following questions: 
1. What arc the official discourses on minority peoples, languages and education in the 
Lao P.D.R. as expressed in policy documents, readings by key actors, and 
educational platming initiatives? 
2. How do teachers and students in ethnic minority communities reproduce, adapt or 
contest these discourses through their classroom language use, specifically through 
code-switching between Lao and the minority language, and what do they have to 
say about these responses? 
3. What can we learn from this about ethnicity, language and education in Laos and 
about the nature of majority-minority cultural and linguistic relations more 
generally? 
1.2 Rationale 
To date, almost no academic research has been carried out in the field of ethnic minority 
education in Laos. Several reports by international donor agencies and non-government 
organizations working in Laos have addressed issues in ethnic minority education, one of 
which focused exclusively on language in education (c.f. Power, 2002), and the remainder of 
which included sections on minority education in general ( c.f. ADB, 1993, UNICEF, 1996, 
ADB, 2000, ADB, 2001, Norway and Education, 200 I, World Bank, 2005, World Bank and 
Lao Ministry of Education, 2007). However, none of these reports was based on extended 
ethnographic research or systematic linguistic data collection, none was in-depth or 
comprehensive, and none was an academic study. Only one academic paper has been 
published on the topic of minority education in Laos (Kosonen, 2005), and even this is a 
3 
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brief overview of the context in comparison to other countries in the region, rather than an 
in-depth study of the Lao education policies and practices. 
Despite this lack of academic research, there are currently several bi- and multi-lateral 
education development projects in the Lao education sector which focus on or include ethnic 
minority components2• In addition to this, there are many non-government organizations 
implementing smaller minority education projects, including Save the Children (UK) and 
Norwegian Church Service, among others. There is also an AusAID-funded program aimed 
at unifying education development approaches within the Lao Ministry of Education. That 
is, there are enormous efforts being made to improve education for ethnic minorities in Laos 
without any detailed understanding of what the Lao government's policy and planning 
orJcntatlon is, and how teachers and students are currently responding to it In classrooms. 
Understanding the Lao ethnic minority and language-in-education policy context, including 
its tensions, ambiguities and shifts, would assist aid donors, development workers and their 
Lao counterparts in collaborative policy development efforts. 
To date there has been considerable confusion and lack of consensus in this area. Multi-
million dollar education development project proposals from AusAID and the World Bank, 
to give just two examples, have been subjected to prolonged negotiations, significant 
revisions, and delays in commencement due to the conflicting goals of donors and the 
government3; key planning documents such as Education For All have been subject to 
different readings among government and foreign stakeholders (c.f. Cincotta, 2006); and 
2 These include projects financed by the ADB, the EU, the World Bank, and the World Food 
Program, with an AusAID financed project and a Swedish International Development Agency 
funded project having been completed In 2007, and an Agence Franr;aise de Developpement 
project completed in mid-2008. 
3 Teacher training in bilingual education methods proposed under an AusAID education 
development project was denied permission by the Lao authorities at the commencement of 
the project in 1998, and a World Bank education development project underwent prolonged 
negotiations in 2003 - 2004 until the Bank's proposed bilingual education activities were 
changed to a rather less controversial language mapping activity. 
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donor-initiated policy discussions have been refused permission at the last minute4• 
Increased understanding of the Lao government's orientation to language, education and 
ethnic minorities would constitute a first step in improved collaboration and cooperation 
between the aid donors and recipients in this context. 
Furthermore, many of the intended outcomes of the education development projects which 
arc implemented, and of the Lao government's own education initiati ves, focus on the 
improvement of educational cufficula and materia ls, teaching methods, enrolment, retention. 
performance, and completion rates for ethnic minority students. Yet neither the Lao 
government nor the donors have detailed information on what is currently occurring in 
ethnic minority classrooms, why, and bow it is effective or ineffective. Understanding how 
teachers and students in these contexts respond to the policy wou ld allow for improved 
language-i11-education planning, teacher recruitment and deployment, teacher training 
programs, and cu1Ticulum and materials design: that is, it would guide the Lao Ministry of 
Education in devising and implementing planning measures which are in line with teachers' 
and students' actual needs tmd preferences. 
On a more academic level, understanding of the official Lao policy discourses and how 
these are reproduced (or not) at the local level can contribute to our understanding of the 
nature of cultural and linguis tic domination by majority groups within the nation state. Much 
has been said about structure and agency and the degree to which members of minority 
groups reproduce or resist their own economic and ideological subjugation. The present 
study contributes to this d iscussion. It also adds to the literature on code-switching both 
generally and more specifically in the classroom. lt idenUfies some practices previously not 
emphasized in the literature and questions common characterizations of the role of minority 
languages in formal teaching and learning. 
4 A UNICEF/SIDA sponsored symposium on mother tongue education in 2003 was denied 
permission by the Ministry of Education and carried out instead as an in-house forum for 
foreign development workers with no Lao government staff participation. 
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Finally, the study paints a picture of three unique indiv iduals, their language practices and 
beliefs, and the conununities and classrooms in which they live and work. It is as much a 
story of these people and my time with them as it is a contribution to education development 
in Laos or to academic discussion and debate. 
1.3 The researcher's experience in the Lao context 
My relationship with Laos began at the end of J 999, when I went there as an Australian 
Volunteer Abroad to write curriculum, train teachers and tee1ch in the English Department at 
the National University of Laos. l quickly developed a love for the country and after two 
years at the University decided to stay on. 1 moved to the countryside outside Vientiane to 
establish and run a language 1rnining program for a Luxembourg government-funded project 
there. 
After six months doing this, I began work for the Lao-Australia Basic Education Project, a 
country-wide ethnic minority education development project fonded by the Australian 
government aid agency, AusAID. l was based first in Salavan in the far South of the 
country, then in Luang Nam Tha in the northwest, both times at teacher training institutions. 
As part of this job, I was also fortunate enough to travel to some of the most remote parts of 
the country to work with ethnic minority teacher trainees and teachers in their own villages. 
1t was at this time that I learned first-hand of the great chaJlenges facing ethnic minority 
teachers and students in Laos, and of their great creativity and resilience. 
Aller completing a year's work with the Proj ect, 1 returned to Australia to enroll in a PhD 
exploring some of the issues which had fascinated me in Laos. Before s tarting the PhD, I 
went back to Laos for a short time to assist with the organization of a symposium on mother 
tongue education jointly funded by SIDA and UNICEF, and to begin making preparations 
for the fieldwork I would do as part of my program. I went back again in 2004 to finalise 
fi eldwork arrangements, research affiliations and visa documentation. 
6 
Jn 2005 1 carried out one year of fieldwork in Nalae district, Luang Nam Tha province, a 
district which I had visited several times while working for the LA BEP project and where I 
had friends and professional contacts. I returned to Nalae for some additional fieldwork in 
2007 and since then have remained in touch with my friends and colleagues there by phone 
- a luxury which we did not have until 2007 - and by old-fashioned mail. 
Fortunately my Lao language proficiency allows me to do this with ease. I speak, read and 
write Lao fluently and have taught Lao language in the Faculty of Asian Studies at the 
Australian National University for several semesters. My Kmhmu is less fluent as, apart 
from some initial and rudimentary research in Australia, I only learned the language during 
my fieldwork in Nalae. However, J an1 proficient enough to understand most of what occurs 
in the classroom in Kmhmu without assistance and to carry on everyday conversations in the 
language. More will be said on language issues In the research in chapter two. 
1.4 Theoretical framework and methods 
This research combines textual analysis and ethnographic methods to paint a picture of both 
the macro and micro levels of language, ethnicity and education in Laos. It draws on 
insights from the fields of history, anthropology, discourse analysis, descriptive linguistics, 
and interactional sociolinguislics and in turn may have a contribution to make to more than 
one of these fields. 
The section of the thesis addressing policy discourses uses Critical Discourse Analysis of 
se lected policy texts and of interviews with key Lao government officials, together with a 
synthesis of relevant information from the historical and anthropological literature on Laos. 
TI1e section concerned with classroom language practice is based on ethnographic data 
collection in local classrooms and interviews with teachers, in addition to ethnographic 
observation of the local community more generally. Analysis of the classroom data was 
based on the techniques used by other studies of code-switching in communities and 
classrooms, though the methods used here were ultimately the result of grounded theory. 
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A detailed description of the theoretical framework for the study is given in chapter three, 
the Literature Review, while a detailed discussion of the research methods is provided in 
chapter two. the Methods. 
1.5 Outline of the thesis 
The following chapter of this thesis is the Methods chapter, which presents the details of 
how the study was carried out and the rationale for this. It covers the research design, 
research affiliations and ethical procedures, the research site and participants, data collection 
and analysis methods, reliability and validity, and ends with a note on language. 
Afler this is a brief review of the literature relevant to this study. As the study aims lo 
provide a holistic plcn1re of both language policy and practice in ethnic minority education 
in Laos, the literature reviewed in this chapter is drawn from a broad base. Other relevant 
literature is also discussed throughout the thesis as it becomes relevant. ln particular, the 
literature on code-switching is discussed in chapter five, immediately before the thesis 
moves on to the analysis of classroom code-switching practices. 
Following on from the Literature Review is the chapter titled 'Solidarity and Power: 
Discourses on Language, Ethnicity and Education at the National Level'. This chapter 
discusses the policy arow1d ethnic minorities and ethnic minority education in Laos. It 
begins with a historical overview of ethnic relations in Laos then moves on to a discussion 
of discourses articulated in current policy documents, and by their main producers and 
consumers. 
Chapter five begins the part of the thesis concerned with local classroom practice. Titled 
'Language and Legitimacy at the Local Level: An Introduction to Nalae', it provides an 
overview of the geography of Nalae and its ethnic composition before moving on to a 
discussion of ethnic relations in the district both historically and today. The chapter also 
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discusses language in Nalae and concludes with a review of the literature which will be 
relevant to the subsequent discussion of code-switching. 
The next chapter, 'Saisana: Vigilance, Resistance and Acquiescence' is the first of the 
classroom case studies. It presents the case of a teacher whom T have called Saisana and her 
first and second grade students. In chapter seven, 'Khamsuk: Pragmatic Bilingualism', 
Saisana's case is contrasted with the case of Khamsuk and hjs class. Tn chapter eight, 'Ceng: 
Signalling Lao Status, Sharing Kmhmu Identity', both cases are again contrasted with the 
case of an ethnic Kmhmu teacher and his students. 
The final chapter of U1e thesis is the Conclusion, which draws together the analysis of policy 
and of classroom practice. It reviews the policy discourses and the classroom practices 
before thcoriziug the policy-practice relationship, coll1rnenting on the state of lang11agc-in-
education policy and planning in Laos today, and suggesting topics for future research. 
Before moving on to the next chapter, some background information on ethnicity and 
education in the Lao PDR is provided in order to familiarize the reader with the context of 
the study. 
1.6 Ethnic groups in the study 
Issues around ethnicity in Laos will be explored in depth in the chapters which follow; 
however, a brief introduction to the context may be useful to the reader at thjs stage. It was 
noted above that there are up to 230 ethnic groups in Laos. In fact, the number cited ranges 
from the official govcmmont number of 49, to Ethnologue's total of 82 (Gordon, 2005), to 
Chamberlain's estimate of 230 (ADB, 2001: iii) depending on the source. This is due to 
poor or insufficient linguistic data collection in the country, differences in the definition of 
what constitutes an ethnic (or a linguistic) group, and in some cases, inaccmate analyses and 
faulty interpretations. Whatever the number of groups, there are representatives of the four 
ethno-linguistic families mentioned above, with approximate percentages as follows: Tai-
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Kadai - 71 %, Austroasiatic - 24. l %, Hmong-Mien - 4%, and Sino-Tibetan - 1 % (Gordon, 
2005), although these figures too are contested. 
The Tai-Kadai group in Laos includes the ethnic Lao, the politically dominant ethnic group 
in the country and the group generally considered to be the majority, although the ethnic 
Lao do not in fact constitute a numerical majority on their own. The Tai-Kadai group in 
Laos also includes the traditionally upland-dwelling Black Tai, Red Tai, White Tai, Tai Leu, 
Phuan, and Meuy, among others. 
The Lao language is closely related to Thal, both in its spoken and written forms, although 
Lao speakers tend to understand Thai better than the inverse due to greater exposure through 
popular media. Members of the Tai-Kadai family in Laos traditionally speak dialects (or 
languages) close enough to each other to allow for some mutual understanding, although in 
some cases this is minimal. 
The Tai group which inhabits the area where this research was carried out is not the Lao but 
the Tai-Lue (Lii, Lu). Traditionally, the Tai-Lue speak a language which, although closely 
related to Lao, would be difficult to comprehend for a Lao speaker with no prior exposure. 
However, most young Tai-Lue today speak a mixture of Luc and Lao with the degree of Lue 
influence often depending on the perceived linguistic competence of their listeners. 
The students participating in this study were etlmic Kmhmu, an Austroasiatic group 
belonging to the Mon-Khmer family. The Kmhmu form the largest ethnic group in Laos 
after the ethnic Lao, making up approximately fifteen percent of the total Lao population 
(Gordon, 2005). The Kmhmu, like other Austroasiatic peoples in Laos, inhabited the area 
they currently occupy before the ani val of Tai groups from the north. They arc in the same 
linguistic family as the Khmer of Cambodia, and are more distantly related to the 
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Vietnamese, although their language is not mutually intelligible with either of these and is 
traditionally without a scripf. 
More will be said on the Kmhmu language in chapter five. However, for now it should be 
noted that this language is in a different family from Lao (and Lue) and thus not related or 
muwally intelligible, apart from some loan words which have moved in both directions. 
Many Kmhmu people, especially in the area where this research was carried out, speak very 
little or no Lao and for Kmhmu children entering school in the villages, Lao is effectively a 
foreign language. 
1.7 Education and ethnicity in Laos 
The Lao school system is three-tiered, with five years of primary schooling, five years of 
lower secondary, and three years of upper secondary, all officially delivered in the Lao 
language. Jn reality only a small fraction of the Lao population completes this cycle. 
Although Lao education indicators have been improving over the past forty years, they 
remain behind the indicators for its neighbours in the region, and abysmal in comparison to 
indicators for industrialized nations. There is also enormous discrepancy in the educational 
attainments of different groups in Laos, with ethnic minorities falling far behind their ethnic 
Lao counterpa11s on all counts. 
On average, a Lao person aged between 18 and 60 years has received 5.5 years of 
schooling. This is a marked improvement on the average of 2 years in 1960. However, when 
disaggregated the current average becomes approximately 8.5 years for an urban 18 year old 
5 Lao and Latin script orthographies have now been developed for Kmhmu but are not in 
usage among Kmhmu people aside from some researchers in the Lao capital and their small 
sample groups. 
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of the ethnic Tai6 group, just over 4 years for a rural non-Tai 18 year old man, and less than 
2 years for a rural non-Tai 18 year old woman (World Bank, 2005: 3). 
In fact, in 2002-2003, over 70% of rural non-ethnic Tai women had never been to school 
(ibid: 16). In 2005-2006, the net primary school enrollment rate for Lao children was 
83.9%, which is slightly behind Cambodia and Myanmar (World Bank and Lao Ministry of 
Education, 2007: 9). However, when disaggregated the rate was 90% for urban Tai males 
and approximately 92% for urban Tai females, around 81 % and 80% respectively for their 
rural counterparts, 60% for rural non-Tai males and only 51 % for rural non-Tai females. 
When poverty is added to the equation, the enrollment rate is a shocking 46% for poor, rural 
non-Tai females (ibid: 12). 
These low educational levels for ethnic minorities, especially women, are reflected in 
literacy rates. The available figures show that 72.9 % of Tai self-report as literate, with a 
rate of 84.4% for males and 62.3% for females. However, the rate is on ly 36.9% for the 
Mon-Khmer family, with 55.6% for males and a 1nere 19.9% for females. For the Hmong-
Mien family the overall rate is even lower, at 26.5% (m = 45.7, f = 8.1), and for the 
Tibeto-Burman family it is the lowest, at 17% (m = 22.3, f = 12%) (ADB, 2002: 24). 
The low primary school enrollment rates for rural ethnic minorities are certainly related to 
school access: 86.4% of ethnic Tai children have access to a primary school compared to 
79.3% of non-Tai children (World Bank, 2005: 38). However, these figures hide the 
disparity in types of schools to which Tai and non-Tai children have access. While 8.7% of 
Tai children have access to a complete primary school (i.e. with all five grades), 011ly 4.7% 
of non-Tai children have the same (ibid: 44). While the difference may not seem great, most 
Tai children reside in less remote, lowland areas and are thus likely to have access to a 
6 The classification 'Tai' will be used here to refer to all groups in Laos which fa ll into the Tai-
Kadai family, including the ethnic Lao. It does NOT refer only t o non-Lao, highland Tai 
groups, as ls the case in some of the literature. 
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nearby complete school, while the nearest complete school may be a few hours' to one day's 
walk away for rural ethnic minority children. Tai children in urban areas are also more 
likely to have access to a school with electricity: almost half of urban primary schools (thus 
majority Tai) have electricity while less than one tenth of rural schools (including minority 
schools) do (World Bank, 2005: 41 ). 
Low enrollment rates among ethnic minorities arc not only related to issues of access. They 
are a lso caused by the inability of parents, especially those with large families, to pay for 
school materials and uniforms; the need for families to engage their children in agricultural 
and domestic labour; and sometimes, especially for girls, the perceived lack of usefulness of 
formal schooling (Lao Ministry of Education, 2002: 46). 
Research has also shown the physical condition of school buildfags to affect enrollment (c.f. 
World Bank, 2005: 67). Although much effort is being put into building new schools in 
Laos, the typical highland village primary school is still made of wood or bamboo with open 
windows and a tin or thatched roof - the former sweltering in the hot season and the latter 
often in need of repairs in the rainy season. There are usually homemade wooden benches 
and desks, and a damaged blackboard. Some might argue that the conditions are not very 
different from those in students' homes. However, students are not required to sit in one 
spot and pay attention for long periods in their homes, nor are parents required to deliver 
forma l lessons there. 
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Figure 1: Case study school 1. 
Figure 2: Case study school 2. 
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Figure 3: Case study sc/Jool 3. 
Most children in highland schools do not own their own textbooks but share with two or 
more of their classmates. It is not uncommon for the teacher to have the only textbook for a 
subject and to dictate or copy onto the board from that. Most schools do not have additional 
teaching materials or equipment unless provided by a donor-funded project, although larger 
schools may have a wordboard, an abacus, and some wooden counting sticks. 
Despite this disadvantage and the sometimes negative perceptions of schooling, especially 
for girls in ethnic minority conununities, schools in remote highland areas arc full and the 
teachers and students there continue their daily efforts to work through the national 
ctuTiculum against all odds. 
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Figure 4: Kmhmu children in one of the case study sc/Joo/s 
Figure 5: Second graders i11 dJc case study sc/Jool above singing a so11g 
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2 Methods 
z.1 Introduction 
The purpose of this study, as discussed in the previous chapter, is to investigate the 
discourses and practices around minority languages in Laos on the national, local, and 
classroom levels and to explore the relationships between them. Because the study aims to 
achieve a deep understanding of the social and cultmal forces involved and to present what 
Clifford Geertz called 'thick description' of the processes being investigated, the overall 
des ign of the research is ethnographic. However, as the study is multi-levelled, exploring 
government policy, commtrnity speech practices and classroom language patterns, it is 
necessary to draw from a range of disciplines to arrive at an appropriate design for lhe data 
collection and analysis. The study thus draws 011 the disciplines of policy analysis, 
discourse analysis, antlu·opology, interactional sociolinguistics, classroom ethnography, 
microethnography, and critical post-structuralist approaches to the study of code switching 
practices. Much of the methodology and analysis has also been developed as grounded 
theo1y, emerging from the forms and patterns of the data rather than being imposed upon 
them. 
The data sources and methods employed for the study included the following: 
• collection and analysis of government policy texts addressing ethnic minority, language 
and education issues; 
• interviews with Ministry of Education officials regarding the pol icy texts; 
• observation of language use and attitudes to ethnic minorities and langtrnges in the local 
community; 
• observation, recording, analysis and interpretation of language use in ethnic rni11ority 
classrooms; 
• interviews with the teachers from those classrooms. 
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This chapter will describe the design and implementation of the research, including the 
selection of the research site and participants, procedures for ethical acceptability, methods 
for data collection and analysis, validity and reliability, and technical issues around 
transcription and orthographies, before the next chapter moves on to an analysis of the data. 
2.2 Official endorsement and collaboration 
ThJs research was carried out with the official permission of the Lao Ministry of Education 
and under the supervision of the National Research Institute for Educational Sciences 
(Laos). Supervision involved initial consultations with Institute officials on the research and 
a final report (in English) and presentation (in Lao) by the researcher. At the research site, 
the Provincial Education Service of Luang Nam Tha provided a communication channel 
with the national level authorities and day-to-day support and collaboration were provided 
by the District Education Bureau of Nalae. This included the provision of accommodation, 
access to office equipment, initial accompaniment on school visits, assistance with 
transcription and translation of Kmhmu, and other advice and assistance as required. Official 
endorsement and supervision was necessary for the undertaking of the research, but did not 
impact on the research design or methods, as NRIES had no involvement beyond initial 
consultations and the final report. 
2.3 Research design 
2.3.1 Ethnography 
Governments and aid donors often display a preference for quantitative research, with its 
figures and charts which arc easily comparable across contexts. Some may also accept 
research based on traditional sociological surveys and questionnaires, which can provide 
answers to specific questions across large population samples. However, the deepest 
investigation of research contexts and the richest interpretation of data is al lowed not by 
these approaches but by ethnographic research. This is due partly to the ethnographer 's 
immersion in the research context for an extended period of time and to his or her role there 
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as a participant observer (or at times simply as an observer). It is also due to the ultimate 
aim of ethnographic work being what Clifford Geertz, borrowing from Gilbert Ryle, termed 
'thick description' (Geertz, 1975): that is, a description which is context-based and considers 
all possible meanings of what has been observed. 
The effectiveness of qualitative methods such as ethnography in educational research also 
lies in their ability to describe actual practice in schools and its convergence and divergence 
from policy (Vulliamy, 1990: 17). As Hornberger explains, an ethnographic approach: 
'offer[s] unique insights into (Language Policy and Planning) processes through 
thick descriptions of policy interpretation and implementation at the local level. 
Historical and intertextual analyses of policy texts can capture the confluence of 
histories, attitudes and ideologies that engend1;:r a language policy but, alone, cannot 
account for how the creation is interpreted a11d implemented in the various 
contextual layers through which a language policy must pass' (Hornberger, 2007: 
511). 
This is not true of quantitative methods, including sociological methods such as 
questionnaires and surveys, which often start from the assumption that the policy is being 
implemented. The more accurate picture drawn by ethnographic studies in turn informs the 
development of more appropriate education policy. A further advantage of ethnographic 
design is that, in educational contexts where little or no research has been carried out (such 
as the Lao one), it can identify questions for future large-scale quantitative investigations 
where desired (ibid: 18). 
It is for these reasons that an etlmographic model was adopted for the present research. The 
use of the term 'ethnographic' here should be clarified, however. The study grew out of four 
years experience working in the education sector in Laos and involved a one year sojourn in 
Nalae district, in which time I was able to become familiar with the cultural, linguistic and 
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educational context there. However, as the classroom research was canied out in seven 
schools, including three focal schools, it was not possible to be immersed in any of these 
classroom environments on a daily basis. 
Lutz (1993) distinguishes between trne eUUlographies, in which the researcher is immersed 
in the specific research context every day for an extended period of time, and studies which 
employ 'ethnographic methods' but only involve occasional or periodic visits to the research 
site. According to this distinction, the present study can be considered an ethMgraphy of the 
broader context, but a study which simply employed 'ethnographic methods' in the seven 
classroom contexts. However, this should not be taken to imply that the study was what has 
sometimes been called 'blitzkrieg ethnography' (Rist, 1980). Each classroom case study 
presented here is based on frequent and regular observation over the period of one year, as 
is explained in section 2.8. l below. 
A further issue in calling the research an ethnography, or even simply 'ethnographic', is that 
classroom contexts do not generally allow the researcher to adopt the prescribed role of the 
ethnographer as participant observer. Although some researchers have participated in the 
primary school classroom as students (e.g. Homberger, 1988) in order to remain true to the 
spirit of participant observation, it is generally accepted that participation as a student in 
these contexts is problematic (Wolcott, 1988). Certainly participation as a teacher wou ld 
impact strongly on the behaviour of the other teachers being observed and on the children's 
attitudes to the researcher, and is thus ruled out. For these reasons, the role of the 
ethnographic researcher in educational settings has been referred to as 'privileged observer' 
(Wolcott, 1988). It is in this role that I attended lessons in the seven classrooms in Nalae. 
2.3.2 Beyond ethnography 
My aim as an ethnographic researcher was to observe and record as much as was possible of 
the pru1icular pedagogical, cultural and linguistic features of each classroom and of the 
wider context in which the classrooms were situated, and to car1y out as deep and rich an 
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interpretation of this data as was possible. The specific means I used to do that will be 
discussed in the following sections. However, it is important to note here that the research 
design did not involve only classroom ethnographic methods, but included the collection and 
analysis of policy documents and the interviewing of education officials and teachers. These 
techniques arc commonly used in tandem with ethnographic observation in order to provide 
additional and supporting data. In this case, they were necessitated by the multileveled 
nature of the research question and allowed for the richest possible data collection, analysis 
and interpretation. 
2.3.3 Ethnography or ethnographic case studies? 
Until this point, the classroom component of the research has been described as 
ethnographic in design (albeit incorporated with other elements). I lowever unlike most 
etlmographic research, which is carried out in one setting over an extended period, this 
research was carried out in several classrooms. It might be more appropriate, then, to 
describe the design of the classroom research as a series of ethnographic case studies. 
There were several reasons for carrying out a multi-sited study as opposed to a single sited 
one. Firstly, my prior knowledge of the context suggested that there was a wide range of 
approaches being taken to language use in the classroom. A series of case studies would 
capture some of this diversity among teachers and settings. Secondly, I (perbaps like most 
outsiders to these classroom contexts) assumed that one of the greatest differences in 
language use would be between ethnic minority teachers and lowland Lao teachers. It was 
thus important to include at least one member of a minority group and one lowland Lao 
teacher in my study. The third reason relates to the generalisability of the study. 
Case studies have been criticised, mostly by proponents of 'scientific' research designs, for 
their apparent lack of generalisability due to the small sample size - usually of one. This 
criticism has been countered with several arguments. Firstly, as Spindler argues: 
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An in-depth study that gives accurate knowledge of one setting not markedly 
dissimilar from other relevant settings is likely to be generalisable in 
substantial degree to those other settings .. .it is better to have in-depth, 
accurate knowledge of one setting than superficial and possibly skewed or 
misleading information about isolated relationships in many settings (Spindler 
1982 in Yul Jiamy, 1990: 12). 
A further argument for the generalisability of case studies is that any setting can be typical 
or atypical and this is not readily predictable at the outset; it is up to the reader of the 
research to determine a posteriori to what degree the case st11dy is relevant to his or her own 
context (Walker, 1993: 167). Other educational researchers have argued that any case study 
can be rendered more generalisable by taking one of three approaches: designing it to ensure 
that the setting is typical and/or carrying out multi-sited studies; selecting a topic and site 
which is relevant to future trends; or selecting a site which is ideal in some way and can 
thus be used as a model for other settings (Hitchcock and Hughes, 1989: 326). The option of 
carrying out a multi-sited study in order to increase generalisability was taken here. 
2.4 Research site and participants 
2.4.1 Selection of the research site 
The research site, Nalae district in Luang Nam Tha province, northwestern Laos (see 
chapter five for map), was a place already fami liar to me before beginning this research. I 
had visited the district several times for my work with an AusAJD funded education 
development project and had worked with the staff of the District Education Bureau there. 
However, the selection of Nalae as the research site was the outcome of a long process of 
elimination. 
The first step in this process was the identification of a set of criteria for selection of the 
research site. The final criteria were: 
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• that the district be populated mostly by ethnic mi11orities, and thus representative 
of upland districts in Laos; 
• that the 'minority' language (i.e. not Lao) be one which could be learned to a 
moderate degree of proficiency in a short time; 
• that there be year-round access by road or river; 
• that the provincial and district education authorities be interested in the research, 
cooperative and reliable; 
• that, if possible, the education authorities be people with whorl.'\ I had already 
worked (true of 17 districts in Laos). 
These criteria privileged Mon-Khmer speaking districts, as Mon-Khmer languages have 
relatively simple syntax which is generally quite s imllm· to Lao, a language with which 1 
was already very familiar (see section 2.10. I below). However, they ruled out some of the 
southern Mon-Khmer districts of the country, which were inaccessible except on foot for 
months at a time dming the rainy season. Other districts were not ideal due to my lack of 
close familiarity with the education authorities there. 
In the end, there were two districts which met all these criteria and with which I was very 
familiar. After a phone call or meeting with the Head of each District Education Bureau 
(DEB), I selected Nalae due to the supportiveness and capability of the staff there and my 
greater familiarity with it. This selection was endorsed by the National Research Institute for 
Educational Sciences under the Lao Ministry of Education. 
2.4.2 Selection of participating classrooms 
The multi-sited design of this study was not chosen in order to carry out controlled 
comparison of language use patterns between classrooms with different characteristics, for 
example ethnic minority and majority teachers or remote and road-side locations. Rather, it 
was intended to give a fuller picture of the diversity of classroom language practices. For 
this reason, it was not considered necessary to strictly control variables in the selection of 
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classrooms. It was considered important, however, to include classrooms which differed 
from each other in significant ways in order to maximize the possibility of finding different 
language practices. 
For this reason, i1 was ensured that each criterion below was met by at least one classroom, 
aJthough of course each classroom would have its own particular configuration of sewral of 
these criteria: 
Ethnic minority teacher Ethnic majority teacher 
Remote location (no road or frequently Non-remote location (along main road or 
impassable secondary road; over three hours under three homs wulk from district centre) 
walk from district centre)7 
Formally qualified teacher8 Unqualified teacher 
Grades l - 2 Grade 3 
Grades 1 to 3 were prioritized for selection as it was assumed that students in the higher 
grades would have a much higher proficiency in the Lao language and there would thus be 
less mother tongue instruction (although this assumption was subsequently proven to be 
wrong). No classes with a teacher who had less than three years teaching experience were 
chosen, as it was assumed that less experienced teachers would be less likely to have 
developed teaching styles which they considered effective and more likely to feel self-
conscious under observation. 
7 Villagers from villages under three hours walk from the district centre, Including young girls 
and boys, frequently visit the centre on their rest days, whereas those from villages further 
than this are less likely to visit frequently. 
8 i.e. a teacher who had graduated from any teacher training program, from one to four 
years duration, at a Teacher Training School or College. 
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When discussed with staff at the DEB, the list of criteria above yielded eight classrooms for 
potential inclusion in the study, each in a different school and village. After meetings with 
the respective village authorities and teachers (see section 2.5 below), all of these 
classrooms were selected for inclusion, however persistent problems with the road leading to 
one of the villages, which was five hours away on foot, led to the classroom in tJ1at village 
being excluded after the first visit. Even with the exclusion of this village, each of the eight 
characteristics listed above was still represented in the sample. 
The remaining seven classrooms were each visited periodically during the first three months 
of the research, which corresponded to the last three months of the academic year. In the 
new academic year, three of the seven case study classrooms were selected as 'focal case 
studies' due to the possibility of frequent access, and the apparent naturalness of the teachers 
while being observed.9 The four non-focal classrooms were visited two or three times each 
during the first semester of the new academic year, while the three focal classrooms were 
visited regularly (see section 2.8.1 below for details on classroom visits). 
The three focal classrooms had the fo llowing characteristics: 
9 Some of the teachers in the larger group appeared nervous or asked during or after 
observation whether the way they were using the languages was 'right'. The three focal case 
study teachers neither appeared nervous nor asked about the correctness of their language 
use, although they did occasionally ask for feedback on their teaching activities, which was 
given after the research was concluded. 
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Classroom 1 Classroom 2 Classroom 3 
Lowland Lao teacher Lowland Lao teacher Kmhmu teacher 
Non-remote, roadside Non-remote 2.5 hours walk Non-remote, roadside 
from centre 
Mulligrade 1-2 Multigradc 3-4 Multigrade 1-2 
Unqualified teacher Unqualified teacher Unqualified teacher 
It can be seen from this comparison that the three focal classrooms differed on some 
important characteristics, such as teacher ethnicity and grade, but were similar in other 
regards. This allowed for the identification of differences in language use, were these to be 
linked to classroom characteristics 10, while still permitting some comparison across case 
studies. The inclusion of the non-focal classrooms made it possible to determine whether 
very different language practices were occurring in classrooms with other characteristics, 
such as remote location and qualified teachers, although it was found that in fact they were 
not. 
2.5 Research ethics 
Before this research was implemented, it was approved by the Human Ethics Committee of 
the Australian National University. Standard ethical considerations were addressed, 
including: informed consent; privacy; impact on the participants and research community, 
particularly on V1.1lnerablc participants such as children; cultural, social and legal constraints; 
and stakeholder risks and benefits. 
10 It became apparent during the research, however, that differences in classroom 
characteristics such as location and teacher ethnicity did not necessarily correspond to 
differences in language use. 
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However, ethics procedures differed from Australian n01ms in the process of obtaining 
informed consent. As many of the research participants were children under the age of 
seven, especially in the Lao context it was not considered appropriate to ask their consent 
directly. Nor in the Lao context could their parents be asked directly by the researcher, as 
political protocols require that permission be gained from the top down. 
Thus permission for the research was obtained at the national, provincial, and district levels. 
then sought from the village authorities. This last step involved meeting with the village 
Head or, in his absence, the representative of the Lao Front for National Construction or the 
Lao Women's Union, who together with the Head constitute the administrative unit of the 
village. Head teachers and class teachers were also present at the meetings, which were 
often also attended by several other villagers. At these meetings, a DEB official and 1 
explained the nature and purpose of the research in Lao and Kmhmu. Village authorities 
were then asked to pass this information on to the villagers at a village meeting and ask their 
consent, then to relay the outcome of this meeting to the DEB. Consent was not obtained in 
writing as most villagers, including some village Heads, were illiterate and also due to the 
unfamiliarity of such a procedure in the Lao context. 
Teachers were asked separately and directly for their consent after I explained the research 
in detail, inc luding where and how the data would be viewed or published. They were not 
asked to sign consent forms due to their unfamiliarity with these and the fear of signing 
official documents which can occur in Socia list contexts like Laos. Teachers were informed 
that they could withdraw from the study at any time. 
An ethical issue of particular concern to me was that my presence in schools and vil lages 
not be taxing on teachers and villagers (or on the DEB official accompanying me). 
especially when I was required to stay overnight. For this reason, I usually brought food 
with me to share and contributed small necessities such as candles, torch batteries, soap and 
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sometimes basic items of clothing to the household. J also paid a per-diem rate to 
accompanying DEB officials equivalent to the rate paid by local development projects. 
It was also important to me that teachers, students, villagers, and counterparts at the DEB 
receive something from the research not only indirectly and in the long term. I thus provided 
one-on-one feedback for teachers once the research had been completed; delivered a one-day 
training workshop for all teachers involved in the research and their colleagues from the 
same schools; provided ongoing English language and IT assistance and donated two printer 
cartridges to the District Education Bureau; hosted a dinner for all participating teachers in 
the district centre at the end of the research period; and took up a collection among friends 
and relatives which provided stationery and sports equipment for each non-focal classroom 
and new desks and chairs for each foca l classroom. These gifts were selected in consultation 
with the Head of Nalae DEB and were not made public or presented until the research had 
been completed. 
2.6 Research, part one: the policy 
Tt was noted above that the classroom component of th is research was complemented by a 
study of the policy context in which this teaching and learning occurs. The policy 
component of the research was based on the selection and analysis of Lao government 
policy texts and interviews with their primary producers and consumers, officials at the Lao 
Ministry of Education (MoE). 
2.6.1 Selection of policy texts 
Much discourse analysis over the past two decades has emphasized the importance of 
considering texts not as isolated and atemporal uoits of analysis but as links in an 
intertextual chain (e.g. Fairclough, l 992b ). The notion of intertextuality - that all texts are 
created (both by writers and readers) in relation to other texts within an order of discourse 
has important implications for any study taking the text as a unit of analysis. Tt raises the 
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question of how the boundaries of a text are to be defined in relation to other texts, and once 
this is done, which texts are to be included in the analysis. 
The view espoused here is that there is no set definition of a text, nor any predetermined 
specification for which texts are relevant to any particular social question. Rather, it is a 
matter of exploring the associations, definitions and interpretations made within texts and by 
their producers and consumers outside the text. The question is: what is a text - and then 
what is a relevant text - for the actors within our realm of interest? Of course, the inclusion 
of any text in a study can be constrained by access to information, both knowledge of the 
existence of texts and the relationships between them as well as the ability to procure 
desired texts (an illustration of Foucault's 'struggle over discourse' at work). These are all 
issues which impacted on text selection in the present study. 
In this study, each text is defined as such due to the way in which it is presented and 
referred to by its producers and consumers: policy texts are djstinguished as individual units 
by value of their titles, their policy numbers, their distribution separately from other texts, 
and (oral and written) referral to them individually by officials in the Ministry of Education 
(MoE). The texts were selected on the basis of I) referral to them by actors in this social 
context including Ministry officials, Lao and foreign development workers, and foreign 
consultants; ru1d 2) my professional experience of their primacy in the context of language 
and education in Laos (through working under the MoE). 
However, I acknowledge that this is not a complete 'set' of texts, or that any such thing 
exists, as texts refer to each other in a complex and ever expanding network. Nor can it be a 
'definitive' set of texts, as this would raise the question of definitive of what and for whom. 
It is however a sample of key texts which might help us make sense of the processes with 
which the present research is concerned from a particular perspective. 
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The texts included in this study are: the Lao Constitution (People's Supreme Assembly 
1996); the ' Resolution of the Central Party Organization Concerning the Affairs of Various 
Minorities, Especially the Hmong Minority' (Central Party Organization 1981); the 
'Resolution of the Central Party Organization Concerning Ethnic MiJ1ority Affairs in the 
New Era' (Central Party Organization 1992); the Education Law (Ministry of Education 
2002/2005); the Education for All National Plan of Action (Ministry of Education 2005), 
and 'Papers from the Meeting on Ethnic Minority Affairs in Provincial Governance' (Lao 
Front for National Construction 1996 ). 
2.6.2 Analysis of policy texts 
The model used here for text analysis is based on Fairclough's Critical DiscoW"se Analysis 
( 1989, Fai rclough, 1992a), though taking into account some of the common criticisms of 
CDA and espousing flexibility in the selection of analysis tools. 
One tendency which has been identified as a weakness of much CDA analysis is the 
presentation of the analyst's reading of the text as the sole possible reading, excluding the 
possibility for multiple readings by different producers and consumers (Widdowson, 1995, , 
1996, , l 998). As Blommaert and Bulcaen put it, 'Texts arc found to have a certain 
ideological meaning that is forced upon the reader' (Blommaert and Bulcaen, 2000: 455). 
This fau lt is avoided in the present analyses by taking into consideration not only the 
analysts' reading of the texts, but their produccrn' and consumers' readings, most 
particularly through the use of interviews (see the following section). 
Another criticism of CDA is that it relies on less than rigorous analysis of social contexts, 
providing 'sketchy' and 'common sense' pictures of social and political relations, then 
projecting them onto discourse (Blommaert and Bulcaen, 2000: 456). This bas been avoided 
in the present study by carrying out an in-depth historical and ethnographic study of the 
context in which the texts were produced and continue to be consumed, both at the national 
and local levels and incorporating this into tbc discussion of the texts themselves. 
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Although some Critical Discourse Analysts have insisted on a single, systematized 
framework for text analysis (e.g. Van Leeuwen, 1993, , 1996, Martin, 2000), generally 
based on the Systemic Functional Linguistics of Michael Halliday (e.g. Halliday, 1985), 
Fairclough himselfrecognizes the value in allowing for a diverse range of methodologies for 
analysis (Chouliaraki and Fairclough, 1999: J 7). ln fact, each instance of text analysis is 
diITerent depending on the particular text and context, and on the goals and interests of the 
analyst. As Fowler and Kress have explained: 
There is no analytic routine through which a text can be run, with a critical 
description issuing automatically at the end. (Fowler and Kress, 1971: 197) 
They argue that in each case, the discourse analyst begins with the hypothesis that the text in 
question has a social signification and then proceeds to find the analytical tools which are 
best suited to his or her exploration of this hypothesis (ibid.). He or she makes an individual 
choice of linguistic features for analysis rather than modeling linguistic analysis solely on 
any other linguist's work or following any notion of a 'complete set of analytical tools' as a 
recipe for insightful analysis. 
For the present study, the particular linguistic features which are discussed in the analysis 
grew out of the data as points of interest rather than being determined c7 priori then imposed 
on the texts. They stood out for what they can tell us about the ways in which the texts label 
ethnic groups and historical processes (lcxis), the ways in which they construe relationships 
between the actors and processes they identify (transitivity), and the ways in which they 
express laken-for-grantedness (reference, adjectival modifiers), to give some examples. 
More wi ll be said on the textual analysis of the policy in chapter four. 
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2.6.3 Policy interviews 
Hodge and Kress write that: 
"those who read [a text] may or may not be the same as those who were invented by 
the original act of discourse, and they may be more or less obedient. The meanings 
that they construct arc therefore not precisely in the text. But nor arc they precisely 
'out' of the text, or 'in' any other text. These meanings are realized in other texts 
which readers produce, which may or may not emerge in speech or in writing, and 
which arc never transparent, never produced in social isolation' (1993: 175). 
Thus the discourse analyst cannot deduce how meaning is made by consumers of a text only 
through his or her own analysis of that text. Rather, he or she can arrive at some 
understanding of these meanings by carrying out a 'reading of readings': that is, 11 reading of 
consumers' reading of the text. Of course this process could be infinitely regressive - a 
reading could always be done on each reading - but this does not diminish the value of the 
additional dimension one meta-reading provides. A reading of readings is particularly useful 
in cases such as the present one, where the discourse analyst is working cross-culturally. 
These issues are addressed in the present research by the use of interviews with policy 
producers and consumers. The interviews are not subjected to a detailed discourse analysis 
per sc. However, they arc used to facilitate the exploration of how the policy documents are 
read by their primary (producers and) consumers, Ministry of Education officials. They arc 
also used to uncover which policy discourses are shared, which contested and how, by those 
consumers. The interviews also help describe and explain language policy and planning 
measlU'es which have been implemented. In this way, they contribute to a reading of 
discourse in the wider sense, as a form of social practice (Fairclough 1989: 23). 
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2.6.4 Selection of interviewees 
As with the selected texts, the selected interviewees cannot be considered a complete 'set'. 
Rather, they provide another point from which discourse analysts (including readers of 
discourse analysis) can engage in the process of making meaning of the policy texts and 
practices. The selected interviewees were people identified from my own professional 
experience in the context and by Lao Ministry of Education staff as key producers and 
consumers of the policy texts. They included people in positions of authority with decision-
making powers who both write and make decisions regarding the implementation of the 
policies. 
Interviewees included the Head of the Gender and Ethnic Minority Unit, MoE; the Deputy 
Head of General Education, MoE; the Head of Teacher Training, MoE; the Director of 
National Research Institute for Educational Sciences; and the Head of the Ethnic Minority 
Education Unit, MoE. Unfortunately, however, it was not possible to interview tbe writers 
of the Party policy documents as authors' names were not provided on the documents and a 
significant amount of time has e lapsed since their production, rendering it difficult to 
determine authorship. All interviews were recorded and transcribed in full. 
2.7 Research, part two: the community 
ln order to understand the discotu-ses around language (including the language practices) of 
teachers and students in classrooms, it was necessary to gain an understanding of language 
discourses in the wider communities in which those teachers and students lived. For this 
reason (and for my own enjoyment), 1 lived and worked closely with local people in Nalae 
every day, whether this was in the district centre or in the outlying villages, aiming to take 
on as fully as possible the role of participant observer. 
A lthough I rented a small house on my own and had research equipment there, I spent most 
of my time in the district centre at the District Education Bureau or at friends' and 
colleagues' homes, gardens and shop~fronts. r worked, ate and socialized with them and, 
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once back in my home, wrote field notes not only on how they used language, but on what 
they said about it and about being Kmhmu or Lao in Nalae. Similarly, when in the villages I 
stayed in the homes of teachers or village Heads and bathed, ate, and socialized with them 
and their families - experieoces which added to the richness of my data on language, 
ethnicity and education in Na lac and to the richness of my own experience there. 
2.8 Research, part three: the classroom 
2.8.1 Classroom visits 
Dw·ing the initial three months of the research, visits were made to at least two classrooms 
each week, including focal and non-focal classes. With the beginning of the new academic 
year and the selection of the focal classes, an alternate weeks system was adopted: one w~ek 
would be spent making visits to foca l classrooms and the next week spent transcribing the 
lessons recorded there. Occasional v isits to non-focal classrooms or unexpected events 
sometimes disturbed this routine, but it was for the most part maintained. At the beginning 
of the research or for visits to the further villages, 1 was accompanied to the village by a 
DEB official who did not observe lessons. However, after the first couple of months (sooner 
for the nearby villages) 1 was allowed to visit the three focal classrooms on my own. 
On each classroom visit, I was generally able to video record up to three hours of lessons. 
Additional recording was impossible due to the lack of electricity in the villages, limited 
electricity in the distTict centre (for charging batteries), and a limited number of batteries. 
2.8.2 Classroom data collection 
For the first month of the research, classroom visits involved only observation and some 
note taking. From this initial period of unstructured observation, a structured observation 
code was developed. This code was then further refined throughout the research period and 
used in tandem with the video recording of lessons. 
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2.8.2.1 The observation code 
Some researchers who have used ethnographic methods in classroom contexts argue that 
units of analysis should be based oo how participants themselves name their behavior (e.g. 
Mehan, 1979: 27-28). Other researchers have attempted to devise inventories of classroom 
behaviors which can be applied universally regardless of who the particular participants (or 
'subjects') are (e.g. Sinclair and Coulthard, 1975). The first approach is considered 
inappropriate here as the unit of interest in the present study - the code switched utterance -
generally occurs too frequently and too spontaneously for teachers and students to be 
acutely aware of and thus able to comment on (Heller, 1988a: 6). The second approach is 
also considered inappropriate as regular behaviors can vary greatly from context to context, 
except at the most general of levels. I thus developed my own system of naming and 
manually recording classroom language behaviors, which can be classified as a 'category' 
system (Chaudron, 1988: 17). 
111is 'category' system of coding not only recorded selected behaviors every time they 
occurred, but recorded all speech behavior in the classroom using a series of codes. The 
codes are listed in appendix one. The coding system noted the time (in increments of 
approximately 5 minutes or when something especially noteworthy occurred), the participant 
(teacher, student, students, with numbers to differentiate students where necessary) speech 
behavior (what the speaker was actually doing with each utterance), language (Lao or 
Kmhmu), and any other issues of interest, including but not limiled to movement, gesture 
and prosody, for example: 
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( 
( 
Time 
15.32 
ch. pr. 
rt 
r 
L 
K 
participant 
T 
T 
SI 
S2 
== 
Speech behavior Language notes 
Ch.pr L 
Rt K Teacher raises voice 
R L 
R K 
check progress (teacher checks students' progress on task) 
repeat utterance 
reply (students reply to teacher question/check) 
Lao 
Kmhmu 
Although detail was sometimes limited due to time constraints, the main purpose of the 
coded observation notes was to support the video recordings, in particular by noting down 
any information which was not picked up on the video, especially gestures off screen and 
other contextual information, as well as gaps between tapes. Jn this regard, they were 
particularly useful. The system was also useful in increasing my familiarity with what was 
occurring linguistically in every lesson. 
2.8.2.2 Video recordings 
Video recordings were used here to obtain as full a record as possible of classroom 
interaction, including proxemics and kinesics as well as purely oral communication. 
Although in the past this method was a hallmark of microethnography (Watson-Gegco, 
1997: 138) and not generally pursued by those less concerned with visual cues, it seems that 
technological advances have made it common place in classroom research today. 
Recordings were begun after the initial familiarization period of the research (approximately 
six weeks). The camera was placed as inconspicuously as possible, usually on an 
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unoccupied desk at the back of the room, in order to cause minimal distraction to the teacher 
and students and to obtain a wide shot of the classroom. lt was occasionally moved to a desk 
nearer t11e front when students were reading at the board with their backs to the room. Of 
course the students (and teachers) were fascinated with the video camera on first seeing it 
and loved to see themselves on the screen. However, when engaged in their classroom 
activities, they quickly became oblivious to its presence, a phenomenon which has been 
noted by other classroom researchers (e.g. Plowman, 1999). 
2.8.3 Transcription of classroom data 
All the classrooms recordings were transcribed in full, including pauses and significant 
proxemic, kinesic and prosodic features such as changes in body position or speech volume. 
For some recordings, a native Kmhmu speaker was enlisted to assist with this task by 
repeating recorded utterances slowly and sometimes provid1ng Lao translations of the 
Kmhmu. However, actual transcription was always carried out by me. 
2.8.4 Analysis of classroom data 
Using the classroom data, I was able to compile a coded transcript for each recorded lesson. 
This was modified and developed from the original observation code to include: a margin 
for footnotes, speaker, transcript, language, act, interaction type, and participants. An 
example of a completed analysis table is given in appendix two. Below is a sh01t extract. 
Lao language is written in normal style text, K.mhmu is in bold, and words or phrases which 
could be either Lao or Lao words borrowed into Kmhmu are underlined. 
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Sp. Transcript Lge. Act Interact. Pts. 
T Leo tit ta:m go meb (?)ti. K Inst Mgt 3:cl 
Y~~g (?) hnaay, ci lav ca' g'me'? Tnst 
Ee. Tit ta:m yo'. Rt 
Inst 
Meh me' pe kbao chai 1~ maaii, aan ge gt pe bwan li lav 
ca' g'me'. Inst 
T [reading aloud] [loud] Tha:o Yangli: L R al Cont 3:cl 
[quiet; fast] Ge gi meh tha:o Yangli ci lav, tutlei1ang K Fr 
(1) 
L 
[loud; slow] Mk sao ni:, na:i khu: re:rn na:ng rnai khin 
lao bot tho:n. La:o ko: vao dai, hi:an dai di. Le sama:t 
t:>:p khamtha:m dai i:k duay.To: eha:k nan, khu: ko: R.al 
Q!:n si: kho:i. Kho:i h:n nyup ba:t ning, hua chai 
kh:>:ng kh:>:i ten tip ta:p tip ta:p. 
T = teacher 
K Kmhmu 
L = Lao 
Inst = instruction 
Rt = repeat 
R al = read aloud 
Fr = frame 
Mgt = management 
Cont = content 
3:cl = third grade, whole class 
The speaker, language and act coh.11nns were all taken from the original observation code, 
although the term 'act' has been used here instead of ' behavior'. This is because the notion 
is akin to the idea of the ' speech act' first described by Austin (e.g. , 1962) and further 
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developed by Searle (e.g. , 1969), among others. Most basically, the idea of the speech act is 
derived from the fact that when people say things, they are not only speaking but doing 
something. For example, by issuing forth a particular utterance a speaker may be taking the 
action of thanking, apologizing, or promising, or in a classroom setting, affmning a 
response, correcting or scolding. Searle emphasized the significance of the speech act to the 
point of asserting that it is the performance of the speech act which 'constitutes the basic 
unit in linguistic communication'(Searle, 2000 [1 957): 254). 
Speech act theory has been crit icized for the vagueness of the concept of the speech act, 
particularly with regards to grammatical units of speech: what does a speech act look like? 
Can it be a word or a phrase or a sentence or even a series of sentences (Leech, 1983)? The 
concept has also been criticized for the overly constraining taxonomic model which requires 
that an utterance have a fixed classification as only one speech act. It has been argued that 
some utterances could be classified as a variety of speech acts depending on the context and 
the intentions of the speaker, which can be ctifficult if not impossible to determine (ibid). 
However, here the aim was not to break classroom discow·se down according to a fixed 
inventory of speech acts, or to label utterances as definitively one act or another. Rather, the 
sorting of c lassroom discourse according to speech behaviors, or acts, was used tentatively 
as a heuri stic tool among others to assist in the exploration of patterns and tendencies. 
Where the nature of an act was uncertain, it was given multiple or new categorisations and 
marked as such. Speech act classifications used in the analysis of classroom transcripts are 
listed under the 'classroom observation codes' in appendix one. 
A farther classification used in the analysis table was the ' interaction type'. This allowed 
utterances or exchanges to be coded at or above the level of the act according to the general 
type of interaction which they constituted. The interaction type classification was based on 
Ferguson's (2003) three functions of classroom code switching, which were derived from a 
survey of the literature on code switching in post-colonial classroom contexts and included 
39 
'curriculum access', 'classroom management' and ' interpersonal relations' (Ferguson, 2003: 
39). In the present study, these were called 'content', 'management' and 'interpersonal' 
interactions. A fourth interaction type was also added: metalinguistic. This iocluded any 
utterance or exchange in which teachers and/or students specifically and explicitly engaged 
in second language teaching and learning. For example, the questioning and explanation of 
the meaning of an unfamiliar word, or the drilling of pronunciation are metalinguistic 
interaction types, although in a Lao language lesson the pronunciation drill could also be 
considered a content teaching interaction. 
As the above example indicates, like classroom speech acts, interaction types were not used 
as definitive categorizations, and nor were they considered mutually exclusive. Although 
some acts or exchanges were generally classified as a particular interaction type, at t imes 
they may also have had other purposes. Thus a joke may have been both interpersonal and 
content, or interpersonal and management; a language teaching exchange may have been 
content and metalinguistic; and a comment in the mother tongue may have been 
interpersonal and metaJinguistic. Like speech acts, interaction types were used tentatively 
and flexibly in the exploration of patterns of language use, not as definitive categorizations 
or as an analytical end in themselves. 
Other classifications which were made on the analysis tables included the speaker, 
participants, and language. Speaker obviously refers to who made the utterance, in this case 
noted as the teacher, the students, or one student. The 'participants' column allowed for 
more specific details to be given. For example, if the utterance was made by a pair or small 
group of students, this was noted. Also, as classrooms were multigrade aod teachers were 
generally moving back and forth between grades, it was necessary to note with which grade 
the transcribed interaction was occun-ing. Thus the participants may have been 'grade I' or 
'grade 2' for example. 
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The 'language' column, although apparently straightforward, posed certain difficulties. In 
this column, the language of the utterance(s) was noted as Lao or Kmhmu. However, due to 
a considerable amount of lexical borrowing from Lao into Kmhmu, it was not always simple 
to distinguish a string of borrowed items (Kmhmu speech) from a code switched utterance 
(Lao speech), particularly as Kmhmu docs not have grammatica l inllection wWch would 
distinguish borrowed items from switches, and usually no phonological assimilation of 
borrowed items occurs. This problem is di scussed in more detail at the beginning of chapter 
seven. At this point, it will be noted only that problematic stretches of speech were not 
coded in the language column and that uncertainty was indicated on the transcript by 
dividing transcribed text into Lao in nom1al style text, Kmhmu in bold text, and 
' indeterminate lang~uage' in underlined text. 
2.8.S Teacher interviews 
As with the policy interviews, the teacher interviews provide a 'reading of readings'. That 
is, they al low us to consider how teachers read the (spoken) texts of the classroom: what 
their conscious motivations and understandings are of the ways in which they and their 
students use language. Teacher interviews were also designed to provide some insight into 
teachers' more general attitudes and orientations to minority ethnicity and language in the 
local and national context. This was intended to contribute to a richer understanding of their 
classroom language choices in relation to official discourses: what teachers say they do and 
why they say they do it does not always correspond to what they actually do and what their 
deeper motivations and rationales might be. The interviews allow us to consider teachers' 
language use in terms of their own explanations as well as our interpretations of their more 
general language ideologies. Added to the analysis o f classroom language data, this gives us 
three layers of information to explore, compare and combine: how teachers and students 
talk, how teachers say they talk and why, and what else might be influencing how they (say 
they) talk and why. 
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Interviews were semi-structured, allowing for some comparison across interviewees while 
still allowing teachers to take the discussion in their own directions. Interview questions 
focused on teachers' backgrounds, including education and training; their language use in 
the community; their attitudes to languages in the community and the country; their beliefs 
regarding classroom language use; their classroom language practices; and their 
understandings of and attitudes to education policy. The duration of the interviews was 
approximately one hour and all interviews were recorded and transcribed in full. 
2.9 Reliability and validity of the research 
2.9.1 The community and classroom research 
The reliability and validity of case study research is sometimes questioned by those who 
favor large-scale quantitative studies. However, as noted in section 2.3.3 above, the case 
study can provide in-depth and accurate information where larger scale studies may provide 
greater scope but with less richness, particularly in the field of education. As Vulliamy 
(Vulliarny, 1990: 12) explains, the case study can maximize ecological validity; that is, it 
can accurately represent 'the realities of teaching in a natural or conventional setting' 
whereas quantitative methods such as questionnaire surveys cannot penetrate what 
Deutscher called ' the gap between words and deeds' (Deutscher 1973 in Vulliamy, 1990: 
J 2); that is, the gap between what people say they do and what they really do. This gap can 
be especially large with respect to code switching practices, where speakers are often 
unaware of their language choices (Heller, 1988a: 6). It can also be significant when 
respondents are being asked to report behaviors which they may understand to be in conflict 
with government or school policy, as is the case with mother tongue education in Laos. 
This is not to argue, however, that the methods employed in any case study are necessarily 
valid and reliable. Rather, it is up to the researcher to design a study which maximizes 
validity and reliability and to implement checks on these tlu·oughout the implementation. 
Sturman ( 1999: 110) provides nine guidelines for maximizing the credibility of case studies: 
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a) Procedures for data collection should be explained. 
b) Data collected should be displayed and ready for re-analysis. 
c) Negative instances should be reported. 
d) Bias should be acknowledged. 
e) Fieldwork analyses need to be documented. 
f) The relationship between assertion and evidence should be clarified. 
g) Primary evidence should be distinguished from secondary and description from 
interpretation. 
h) Diaries or logs should track what was actually done during different stages of the 
study. 
i) Methods should be devised to check the quality of data. 
These guidelines were adhered to for the present study, as can be seen in the preceding 
description of the methods employed, in the presentation and discussion of data in the 
following chapters, and in the appendices to this thesis. 
Regarding the last point listed above, a common method for checking the quality of the data 
in case studies is triangulation; that is, the checking of data and data sources against other 
data and other sources (Sturman, 1999: 110). Because of the great variation in language 
practices among teachers, however, triangulation across classrooms and teachers would not 
have been a fruitful technique of quality control: just because teacher A's language use was 
or was not paralleled by teacher B's would not mean that it was or was not teacher A's 
genuine approach. However, as was mentioned above, focal case study classrooms were 
chosen for the apparent naturalness of the teachers, for their demonstration of their 
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understanding of the purpose of the research, and for observed consistency in teaching 
practices over time. 
The quality of the data analysis and interpretation was checked in consultation with 
participants. Each focal case study teacher was given a summary of initial analyses and 
interpretations (face to face) and asked whether these were plausible. All teachers agreed 
that they were plausible and occasionally provided extra explanation, which was then 
incorporated into the interpretation presented here. 
2.9.2 The policy research 
As with the community and classroom research, the validity and reliability of the policy 
research derive from its adherence lo Sturman's (1999) nine guidelines. In particular, it 
derives from the explanation of policy data collection and analysis procedures, the 
displaying of textual evidence, and the explanation of the relationship between evidence and 
assertion. The quality of the data was ensured through the consultation with several sources 
within and outside the Ministry of Education in the selection of policy texts for analysis, and 
through the selection of several interviewees to allow for the triangulation of interview data 
across respondents. For the interviews, validity was also increased through the selection of 
interviewees already known to me personally and with whom I had built a close working 
relationship over the previous four years. 
2.10 A note on language 
2.10.1 Language proficiency of the researcher 
This research could not have been carried out without a degree of fluency in both Lao and 
Kmhmu. English is not spoken by the vast majority of people in Nalae, and certainly not by 
primary school teachers, students and villagers. Nor did my two counterparts at the DEB 
speak the language. Even if English speakers bad been available as interpreters, interaction 
with participants, observation of everyday language use, and analysis of data would have 
been severely impeded by the inability to speak and understand Lao and Kmhmu. 
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Fortunately, having worked in Laos for four years already and having studied the language 
while there, I was already fluent in spoken and written Lao at the time of my fieldwork. l 
was not, however, fluent in Kmhmu. 1 had learned some basic Krnhmu in Australia before 
leaving for the fieldwork and spent my first two to three months there developing a working 
fluency in the language. A lthough my K.rnhmu language proficiency has never been high, by 
the time I began recording and transcribing lessons it was enough to allow me to understand 
most of what was being said in the classroom in Kmhmu and to have everyday 
conversations with students and other v illagers in the language. In those cases where I did 
not understand some or al I of a recorded utterance, l relied on my native Kmhmu-speaking 
counterparts and their relatives to provide slow repetitions and translations into Lao after 
watching the v ideo recording. This meant that I now understand all the Kmhmu (and Lao) in 
the lesson transcripts used in this study. 
2.10.2 Transcriptions and orthographies 
Lao speech has not been transcribed here in the Lao alphabet, as it is assumed that most 
readers of this thesis will not be Lao-speakers. Another reason for this is that an extra level 
of transcription would have further complicated the visual representation of the texts, which 
is already rather dense. Instead, Lao speech is transcribed using a Latin orthography. 
As no standard Latin orthography for Lao exists, and those employed by wel I-known 
scholars of Laos tend to be internally inconsistent or fai I to represent the entirely of 
phonemes in the language (c.f. Evans, 2002) an orthography has been developed specifically 
for use here. This orthography aims to be complete and consistent while remaining close to 
the English alphabet and easy for non-linguists to read. A list of letters used in this 
orthography, their corresponding Lao letters, and International Phonetic Alphabet symbols is 
provided in appendix three. 
This 01thography has not been used, however, for Lao words which are commonly used in 
English and already have well-known transcriptions. This is the case, for example, with 
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place names such as 'Nalae' and 'Vientiane' and the names of ethnic groups such as 'Tai 
Lue'. 
For Kmhmu, the orthography developed by Simana et al (Simana et al., 1994) is used here, 
as this is perhaps the most well established Latin orthography and is easy for non-linguists 
to read. A list of symbols and their corresponding phonemes in Kmhmu is also provided in 
appendix four. 
Text samples in the following chapters are presented in the original language and with a 
translation, but with no detailed interlinear gloss of individual linguistic units. This is also to 
avoid unnecessary complication, particularly as the analyses here do not focus on the 
structural characteristics of code switching. However, in cases where the gloss of individual 
units is necessary in order to understand the particular motivations for or characteristics of a 
switch or to shed light on the analysis in any other way, it is provided. 
lt should be noted that descriptions of speaker movement, gestures, prosody or other 
significant cues are given in English in square brackets ( [ ... ] ) in the transcription of the 
original utterance, but not in the English translation beneath it. 
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3 Language policy, ethnic minorities and education: A review 
of the literature 
3.1 Introduction 
This research combines the analysis of Lao government policy discourses with the analys is 
of ethnic minority classroom code switching practices in order to explore the ways in which 
those practices reproduce, contest or adapt national level discourses on ethnicity, language 
and education. Until now, there has been no research published on this topic in Laos. In fact 
the literature on language in the Lao state consists of only one book chapter (Enfield, 1999) 
and the literature on ethnic minority education in Laos is limited to one academic paper 
(Kosonen, 2005), one NGO report (Power, 2002) and some brief sections of a few other 
donor reports. 
However, as the present research stretches across the disciplines of education, linguistics, 
and anthropology and covers a range of fields within these disciplines, there is no shortage 
of work on which it can draw both to supplement its content and to constmct an appropriate 
theoretical framework. The research presented in this thesis thus draws on: the social theory 
ofBourdieu (1977a,, 1977b,, 1991) and others, and the Lao historical anthropology of 
Evans (1998a, , 1999c,, 2002,, 2003), Stuart-Fox (1986,, 1993,, 1996,, 1997,, 2003,, 
2004) and Pholsena (2002, , 2004, , 2006) in order to explore official discourses on ethnicity 
and language in Laos; the Critical Discourse Analysis of Fairclough (1989, , I 992a, , 
1992b, , 2004) and Discourse Analysis more generally to provide a framework for the 
analysis of policy texts; the interactional sociolinguistics of Auer (1984, , 1988, , J 998), 
Woolard ( 1985,, 1988,, 1989, Woolard and Gahng, 1990, Woolard, 1994) and Gal ( 1979, , 
1988,, 1989,, 1993,, 2001,, 1995) to elucidate classroom language practices within the 
context of broader social patterns; and the codeswitching-focused classroom ethnographics 
of Hornberger (1988,, 2000,, 2003a,, 2007, Hornberger and Chick, 2001), Heller (1988a,, 
1995b,, 1996, , 1999, , 2001), L in (1996,, 2005, Lin and Martin, 2005), Canagarajah (1995, 
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, 200 I, , 2004b, , 2004a, , 2005), Camilleri (1996), Arthur ( 1996, , 1997, , 2001, Arthur and 
Martin, 2006), Martin (2000, , 1996, , 2005) and others to explain particular switching 
patterns in each of the three classes described here. 
The literature mentioned above from the fields of historical anthropology, social theory and 
discourse analysis will be discussed in this chapter in order to provide a background and 
framework for the present research and to identify the gaps which it seeks to fill. The 
literat11re on code-switching practices will be discussed at the end of chapter five, 
immediately before the classroom case studies are presented. 
3.2 The state, minorities, and national identity 
Over the past two decades, the way in which nation states and their members produce and 
reproduce discourses of national identity has been at the centre of academic discussion. 
Much of the discussion has been inspired by the work of Benedict Anderson (e.g. , 1983), 
which drew attention to the importance of the print media and thus language standardization 
in the creation of shared national identities. Other work in the field has explored the ways in 
which governments include and exclude minorities through the articulation of different 
discourses on nationhood (e.g. Grillo, 1998), and the many ways in which national identity 
is marked by governments and individuals alike in everyday practice (e.g. Bilig, 1995). This 
work on discow-ses of identity within the nation state is relevant to the present research in 
that one of the central ajms of this research is to identify how the Lao state imagines itself 
and how it imagines the role of ethnic minorities within it. The research presented here thus 
takes as given that members of the state, as institutions and individuals, actively produce 
and reproduce, or ' imagine', discourses on what it means to be a nation state and a member 
of a nation state through avenues ranging from the media to the education system, the arts, 
the entertainment industry, and everyday ways of talking and being. 
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However, beyond this point the work of Anderson, Grillo, Bilig and other theorists of 
nationalism is limited in relevance to the present research. Critiques of Anderson's writings 
include the point that he refers to the process of identity creation which occurs through 
discursive means without exploring how those discourses are created and legitimated 
(Silverstein, 2000), and the point that his textual examples are limited in scope to precisely 
those texts which form part of the national literary canon rather than including those with 
different, or dissident voices (ibid.). Anderson has also been criticised for ignoring linguistic 
heterogeneity in tbe nation state, arguing not that linguistic homogeneity is a necessary 
condition for the creation of a nationalist consciousness but that it is an emergent effect 
(Krosk:rity, 2000b). 
Furthermore, although Anderson docs consider the role of oral communication in the 
(rc)production of nationalist discourses, his research was carried out in a context where 
literacy was well-established and the print media were strong. In fact, his focus is precisely 
on this media as instrumental in the creation of ethnic alld national identities. The relevance 
of Anderson's work to the Lao context, where illiteracy is the norm and the consumption of 
print media is almost negligible, is thus limited. 
Yet perhaps most importantly, the work of these theorists, although it sometimes draws 
attention to the role of language practices ln reproducing discourses on national identity, 
does not aim to focus on language as a specific area of concern in itself. Their work 
discusses language practices in order to build a picture of nationalism, while the present 
research refers to discourses on national and ethnic identity in order to build a picture of 
language practices: how the state regulates language use and why, how representatives of 
the state talk about language, and how language practices in local minority communities are 
consistent or otherwise with official orientations. 
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3.3 Language and power in the state 
Language use within the state and its relationship to power differentials between groups was 
theorised by Bourdieu (e.g., 1977a, , 1977b,, 1991), whose work in the field of social 
theory is now commonly cited in discussions of minority language practices. Bourdieu 
recognised that the mastery of certain languages (the languages spoken by socially dominant 
majorities) serves as a fon11 of capital: it is an avenue to economic advantage due to the fact 
that it is those languages which are used in educational institutions and prestigious 
workplaces. 
According to Bourdieu's theory, the value of these languages as capital in a purely 
economic sense is paralleled by a value as symbolic capital. That is, the majority language 
docs not only have value as a path to economic advancement, but as a symbol of social and 
cultural advantage. The economic particularities underlying its symbolic value are then 
misrecognized as natural conditions: the majority language is seen to be inherently superior 
to other languages, and its legitimacy as the langliage of the state is justified by this fact. 
By enforcing the majority language as the standard language of communication in the 
national context (in the government and bureaucracy, i11 state-owned institutions, in the 
media), and as the medium of instruction in schools and universiti es, the state reinforces the 
legitimacy of that language as opposed to others, and its economic and symbolic dominance. 
The education system serves to entrench this dominance by reproducing (through teaching) 
the misrecognition that it is a natural fact rather than a historical particularity. 
For Bourdieu, the greater legitimacy of the majority language is a 'fact' accepted not only 
by its native speakers, but by speakers of minority languages too, whether those languages 
be sociolects such as the language of the working class, or regional languages and dialects 
such as Breton and Prove119al in France. That ls, even those whose languages (and cultures) 
are delcgitimiscd by the dominance of the majority language and who are thus most 
disadvantaged in the process of domination participate in their own economic and symbolic 
so 
subordination. This is what Bourdieu calls 'symbolic domination' (Bourdieu, J 99 I). For 
Bourdieu, prices on the ' linguistic marketplace' - the higher value of French than Breton, for 
example - are unconsciously inculcated in speakers to the point that they become widely 
accepted within a society more or less regardless of linguistic or cultural affiliation. Bretons 
aspire to mastering the French language and esteem it more highly than their own language 
in all contexts except those very intimate ones in which the values of the ' linguistic 
marketplace' are temporarily 'suspended' and in-group solidarity lakes precedence. 
Bourdieu's concephialisalion of every linguistic exchange as a potential 'act of power' 
(Bourdicu, 1991 ) which expresses economic, social and symbolic relations of dominance 
and subordination is highly pettinent to the present research. lt is clear that within the Lao 
context, Lao is the language which provides access to education and employment, which is 
reinforced as legitimate by the state, and which is presented as naturally superior by the 
education system. Minority languages, on the other hand, are iconically linked with social 
disadvantage and the marginalization of their speakers is maintained as a result. It thus 
seems fitting to apply Bourdicu's theory of linguistic marketplaces and symbolic capital to 
this situation, and the research data will certainly be examined in relation to these ideas later 
in the thesis. Yet Bow-dieu's theory, although relevant and useful to some extent, is 
problematic. 
Firstly, Bourdieu's theory was based on the French context. From the establishment of the 
French Republic, linguistic integration of the territory was a priority, and one which has 
been achieved to an impressive degree. Today, regional languages and dialects are spoken 
only by a few relatively small minorities, and always in tandem with the national language 
(although migrant languages arc certainly widely spoken). Laos, on the other hand, contains 
vast areas of land, inaccessible except on foot, on which hundreds of smal I ethnic minority 
groups Ii ve. A !though some of these groups arc now being given access to formal education 
and Lao language media, they cannot be said to have been integrated into the wider Lao 
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'linguistic market', or indeed any market. The notion of commonly accepted language 
values in Laos is thus dubious at the very least. Jn fact, the degree to which we can speak of 
any territory being linguistically integrated has been questioned in the literature (c.f. 
Woolard, 1985: 740) - even well established national languages and their associated 
language values do not penncate every corner of every site of social interaction. 
Perhaps more importantly, Bourdieu's theory may have been based 011 fami liarity with 
French history and the French tertiary education system, but it was not grounded in 
empirical micro-level linguistic research. In fact, Bomdieu never carried ot1t any research 
among the minority language speakers to whom his work refers. The research which has 
been done in those contexts suggests that Bourdieu's theory is in fact 'overly deterministic 
and monolithic' (Woolard, 1985: 746), and that 'a less totalizing conception of societal 
reproduction' is required (Gal, I 989: 354). As these researchers and others in their field 
have shown (see for example Martin-Jones and Heller, 1996, Rampton, l 999a, Roberts and 
Sarangi, 2004), speakers of minority languages, although they may reproduce discow·ses on 
the superiority and desirability of majority languages to some extent, do accord high value 
to their own languages and do not simply 'suspend' the rules ofa si ngle established, 
integrated linguistic marketplace, but operate alternate marketplaces altogether. 
One of the aims of the present research, then, is to determine whether local language 
practices in Laos arc consistent with Bourdieu 's theory or whether, like the studies 
mentioned above, the data provide evidence that Bourdicu's theory is indeed overstated, if 
not flawed. Either way, this research on Laos contributes to filling the empirical gap in 
Bourdieu's work. 
We have seen that the ways in which governments and minorities reproduce discourses of 
identity within the nation state, and the unequal power relations between them as expressed 
and reproduced through language, have been extensively theorised (if somewhat 
unsatisfactorily in the case of the latter). It remains to explore, however, what has been 
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written about these issues specifically in the Lao context and how this might relate to the 
present study. Unfortunately the literature is very limited, as will be seen below. 
3.4 Ethnic minorities, minority policy and language in Laos 
The European literature on ethnic minorities in Laos begins with the brief ethnographic 
accounts included io reports by early French explorers such as Delaporte ( 1998 [1873)) and 
Garnier (e.g. , 1996 (1885)). These accounts describe the various ethnic groups with which 
the explorers came into contact, often focusing on appearance, and offering mostly na'ive 
hypotheses on group origins, as well as evolutionist comments on their degree of 
civil ization. The ethnolinguistic classifications and cultural evaluations made in these reports 
provide insight into the historical context of present-day Lao class ifications and attitudes and 
are occasionally referred to in the thesis for this reason. Beyond this point, however, these 
early studies are of little relevance to the present research, and unfortunately few other 
ethnographic explorations have been done in Laos s ince this time. 
One st11dy which was done is lzikowitz' (1951) classic monograph on the Lamet This is 
interesting for the picture it draws of the traditional culture and livelihood practices of a 
people from the same ethnolinguistic family and geographical area as the Kmhn1u, and 
perhaps even more so for the insight it gives into historical relations between the ethnic Lao 
and highland peoples in the area. Unfortunately, however, no ethnographic monographs 
were produced on the Kmhmu themselves during this period. 
In fact, remarkably little ethnographic work has been done with the Kmhmu at all. Lindell ct 
al. have published a series of folktales collected as a result of Lund University's Kammu 
Language and Folklore project (Lindell et al. , 1977, , I 980a. , 1989), a description of 
Kmhmu festivals and music (Lindell ct al., 1982), and a description of the Northern Kmhmu 
kinship model (Lindell et al., 1979a). These publications made the first inroads to recording 
Western Kmhmu tradition on paper, and to stimulating an increased interest in the 
preservation of Kmhmu culture even among the bearers of the tradition themselves. 
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However, the data for these studies were collected (or in the case ofTayanin, recollected) 
outside of Laos, often from Kmhmu people who had not lived in Nalae for decades. The 
studies themselves are likewise removed from the Kmhmu context: the stories and other 
folklore are not situated in a Kmhmu society changing in time. Nor arc they analysed in 
terms of belief systems and other cultural practices. Furthermore, these projects like the ones 
before them leave the relationships between language, education, ethnicity and the State in 
Nalae uncharted. Other descriptive pieces on the Kmhmu in Laos have been published by 
Damrong Tayan in ( 1991, , 1994), a Kmhmu man himself and col league of Lindell 's at Lund 
Unvicrsity in Sweden, and by Souksavang Simana and Elisabeth Prcisig (1997b) at the Lao 
National Cultural Research Institute under the Ministry of Information and Culture. 
However, these pieces likewise fail to theoretically situate or explain the cu ltural practices 
they describe or the discourses they transcribe. Nor do these books address the issues of 
rninority languages and power in the Lao state, as the present study aims to do. 
One excellent ethnographic study of the Kmhmu Rok has been done by Olivier Evrard 
(2006). The book focuses on livelihood practices in southern Nalac in relation to national 
forestry and agriculture policies, and was based on detailed and extended ethnographic 
research followed by careful and insightful analysis. The study is useful for the discussion 
presented in this thesis in terms of the valuable etlmographic information it provides on the 
Kmhmu people of Nalae. More particularly, Evrard's work is of va lue to the present study 
in that it too examines discourses on the national level and the local level, and the 
relationship between the two: that is, the relationship between policy and practice and the 
power dynamics between ethnic Kmhmu people and the government in the Lao state. It 
therefore provides an interesting point of comparison for the data presented here. What the 
book ultimately presents, however, is a study of livelihood practices and not a close 
examination of policy discourses. Nor, of course, is it a study of language and ethnicity in 
the classroom. 
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The work which has been done on Kmhmu language in Laos is mostly in the field of 
descriptive linguistics. Simana et al ( I 994) have produced a Kmhmu Ou - Lao dictionary 
and Svantesson et al (1994) a Kmhmu Yuan - Lao dictionary as well as a series of papers 
on Kmhmu grmmnar and morphology. Suwilai (e.g. Suwilai, 2006) has analysed tonogenesis 
(the development of tones) in Kmhmu, while Proschan has published severaJ papers on 
Kmhmu grammar and semantics (e.g., 1997,, 2001). Proschan's work, however, also deals 
with issues of Kmhmu identity as expressed in emic ethnonyms (Proschan, 1997) and origin 
myths (Proschan, 200 I). His insightfol semantic analyses are referred to in the following 
chapters, yet once again this work cannot be said to fill the gap in the literature on the 
Kmhmu (or ethnic minorities in general) in relation to government policy, language and 
power in Laos. 
Some of the most significant work to have been done on ethnic minorities in Laos has been 
undertaken as part of the broader project of writing Lao history. Perhaps the most well-
known historians of Laos arc two Australian academics whose work is referred to 
extensively in the present study: Grant Evans and Martin Stuart-Fox. Stuart-Fox's 
contributions to the literature on Lao history include a series of articles and book chapters 
(e.g. Stuart-Fox, 1993, , 2003, , 2004) and several comprehensive historical volumes (c.f. , 
1986, ' 1996, ' 1997). 
One argument running through Stuart-Fox's work is that ethnic minorities were largely 
excluded from the Lao state prior to the I 975 Communist takeover (see for example Stuart-
Fox, 1997: 2, 77, 109). Stuart-Fox argues that it was only under the new government that 
efforts were made to address the social and economic needs of the minorities and to include 
them in official discourses on Lao history and identity ss(sec for example Stuart-Fox, 1997: 
80, 103, Stuart-Fox, 2003: 85-86). He claims that this was necessary due to the fact that the 
Communists relied heavily on the support of the minorities during the struggle to take power 
(Stuart-Fox, 1997: 79, Stuart-Fox, 1993: 115). According to Stuart-Fox, despite the efforts 
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of the Communist Patbet Lao during the war, and later the Communist government of tbe 
Lao PDR, Lao chauvinism and exclusivism have persisted to some extent and an ethnically-
Lao oriented nationalism has re-emerged in present-day Laos. These must be combated by 
the govenuncnt's promotion of a non ethnically-defined Lao nationalism (Stuart-Fox, 1993: 
116). 
Stuart-Fox's arguments are not particularly contentious. rn fact, it is these arguments which 
are commonly heard in academic and non-academic discussions of the Lao revolution and 
the role of minorities therein (Evans, 2002: 134). Certainly the data collected for the present 
study -offi cial government texts, spoken commentaries on those texts, interviews with 
teachers and other villagers, and observation of language practices - support the view that 
the war was fought largely in minority areas and by minority people, and that the Lao 
Communists actively and explicitly included (and continue to include) those minorities in 
their social development programmes and official representations of the state, unlike 
previous regimes. 
Despite the popularity and apparent veracity of the views he proffers, Stuart-Fox has been 
criticised for overstating the role of the minorities in the Communist victory and failing to 
recognize the importance of other factors such as Vietnamese military support (c.f. Evans, 
2002: 134). While he may not emphasize the role of the Vietnamese in particular, Stuart~ 
Fox docs recognize the importance of factors other than ethnic minority support in the 
Communist takeover of 1975 (c.f. Stum1-Fox, 1997: 64). Futthermore, as already noted, the 
central role of ethnic minorities in the revolution is confirmed by much evidence. It is also 
confirmed by other historians of Laos (Pholscna, 2006: 4). The criticism that Stuart-Fox 
focuses excessively on the revolutionary role of the ethnic minorities thus appears rather 
harsh. His work on Lao history and historiography, and particularly his accounts of 
interethnic relations, are made ample use of in the following chapters. They a.re, however, 
combined with the work of Evans. 
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Evans' writings include several books (Evans, 1995, Evans, 1998a, Evans, 1999c. Evans, 
2002) and a variety of articles and book chapters (e.g. Evans and Rowley, 1990, Evans, 
2003), which take an anthropological approach to the narration and analysis of history, the 
examination of Lao historiography, and the exploration of revolutionary discourses. With 
regard to etlmic minorities, some of Evans' main points include the arguments that: 1. prc-
Communist regimes, particularly the Royal Lao Government, did make efforts to interact 
with and include ethnic minorities in the state; 2. while minorities were instrumental in the 
Communist victory, their role is generally accorded loo much importance ; 3. while the 
Communist leadership articulated discourses of interethnie equality, discourses of Lao-
eentrism persisted in some sites even from immediately after the Communist take-over; and 
4. the revolutionary discourse of interethnic solidarity and equality is contradicted in 
present-day Laos by re-emergent ethnic Lao-centric government discourses to form a 
strange melange of cultural and civic nationalism (Evans, l 998a, , 2002). 
As was noted above, Evans criticises Stuart-Fox for failing to recognize the first two of 
these arguments, however, this criticism seems excessively harsh. ln fact Evans' arguments 
can be accepted without discrediting Stuart-Fox's, and vice versa: Evans' points that pre-
revolutionary regimes did make some efforts to appeal to the etlmic minorities and that the 
minorities were not the main factor in the Communist victory do not negate the fact that the 
Communists were overwhelmingly more focused on minority issues than their predecessors, 
or that they relied heavily on minority support to win the war. Nor do these two facts negate 
Evans' points. Evans' third argument regarding ethnic minorities is echoed in the work of 
another anthropological historian of Laos (c.f. Pholsena, 2006: 57-60) and borne out in the 
data presented here, and his fourth is corroborated by the work of both Stuart-Fox (2003) 
and Pholsena (2006). Evans' historical analyses are thus considered to be valid and relevant, 
and are referred to frequently in the chapters which follow. 
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There arc, however, some fair criticisms of Evans' work on Lao history, the two most 
notable being that it has an ethnic Lao bias, ignoring the perspectives of ethnic minorities in 
the state, and that it has a geographical bias toward Vientiane and Luang Prabang at the 
expense of the rest of the country (Pholsena, 2006: 12). These two shortcomings are 
significant, and it is one of the aims of the present research to compensate for such biases in 
the literature on Laos by offering close analysis and discussion of the discourses articulated 
by ethnic minority people themselves, living in predominantly ethnic minority areas of the 
country. 
The only researcher to date to have produced a book-length study of the nationalist 
discourses around and of ethnic minority peoples in the Socialist and post-Socialist Lao state 
is Pholsena (2006). Pholsena states that the aim of her book is 
and that 
to study the nationalist discourse of the post-socialist Lao stale ... looking at 
the ways the state is uttering its discourse of legitimation within a context of 
mt1ltiethnicity. (Pholsena, 2006: 6) 
analysis [is) structw·ed around two poles: the state and individuals (i.e. 
educated members of ethnic minorities); between structure and agency, at the 
interface of nationalism and ethnicity. (Pholsena, 2006: 7) 
Pholsena 's work is important for several reasons. Firstly, as was noted above, hers is the 
first detailed academic study of ethnic minorities and official discourses in Laos which 
explores historical and contemporary processes of nation-making not only from the 
perspective of the ethnic Lao majority, but of ethnic minority individuals themselves. It is 
the multisited structure of Pholsena's study which allows her to do this: not only does she 
examine official state documents such as the Constitution and the national census, but she 
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canies out ethnographic research among ethnic minority people who have participated and 
continue to participate in the creation of the state. 
Pholsena's simultaneous focus on the national and the local, or state and individual and 
structure and agency, is shared by the research presented in this thesis. For this reason, the 
outcomes of her research provide an interesting point of comparison. Furthermore, one of 
the methods which Pholsena uses amounts to a discourse analysis of sorts. She pays close 
attention to the terminology of o fficial texts and the ways in which the taxonomies the texts 
present are taken up outside those texts. She also examines comments and conversations as 
' narratives', looking carefully at the agents and processes constructed therein. This is done 
not only in her book, but also in the several articles which she has published (e.g. Pholsena, 
2002, Pholsena, 2004). In lhis regard too her work is highly relevant to the present study. 
Pholsena's work has, however, been criticised on several counts: for ignoring ethnic Lao 
attitudes to ethnic minorities while focusing on minority attitudes to Lao; for homogenizing 
etlmic minorities as a group and ignoring age and gender differences within that group; for 
ignoring the experiences of 1101thern ethnic minority people, many of whom were on the 
side of the Americans during the war; and perhaps most significantly, for underestimating 
the researcher's subjectivity as an overseas Lao and as officially endorsed by the central 
authoriti es, which must render her something more in the eyes of her informants than the 
'mere witness' she claims to be (c.f. Mayes, 2007). 
Although significant, these criticisms arc perhaps of less concern here than the fact that 
Pholsena's work pays almost no attention to language issues in the Lao state's project of 
nation-building, or in the consideration of minority people's participation in that project. 
The only points made in relation to language in Pholsena's ethnographic studies are that one 
of her informants never spoke his native (minority) language except with visitors from his 
home village, and that his daughters did not understand the language and found it amusing 
or strange (Pholsena, 2006: 195). Her discussion of government discourses includes no 
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specific reference to language policies, despite the fact that a consideration of these policies 
and their (non-) implementation would support her arguments on the ethnocentricity of Lao 
government approaches. More alarmingly. Pholsena takes for granted the status of Lao as 
the common language of the state. She asks whether rather than defining national 
membership in religious terms, as has been the case with the recent political 
instrumentalization of Buddhism in Laos, it might be preferable to conceptualise national 
identity on the basis of 'a shared language and Institutions' (Pholsena, 2006: 72). To label 
Lao 'a shared language' is highly problematic in 1 ight of the fact that it is the native 
language of only around half the population and is not spoken at all in many parts of the 
country. 
Admittedly Pholsena is not a linguist, but attention to language policy and the use of 
minority languages by the people she is studying would lend even greater weight to her 
arguments, in addition, of comse, to adding greater depth to her study. The present research 
makes frequent reference to Pholsena's insights into government discourses on ethnicity in 
Laos and into minority people's own discomses on the same. However, it also aims to 
counter Pholsena's Jack of attention to language issues by presenting detai led, text-based 
analysis of government discourses, and close analysis of linguistic and other ethnograph ic 
data within a social, cultural and historical context. 
Some historical and ethnographic work has, however, been done on the subject of language 
in Laos. Nick Enfield, whose main research concerns centre on formal linguistic description 
and processes of language contact and change (e.g. Enfield, 2003a, , 2005), has written a 
historical account of the establishment of Lao as a national language since 1975 (Enfield, 
1999). Enfield's chapter also considers contemporary language planning issues in historical 
perspective and provides interesting insight into the politicisation of particular feanu-es of 
the Lao language. The study is certainly imporiant, being the only published academic work 
on the topic of historical and contemporary Lao language p lanning and a well-supported 
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overview of key language planning issues in Laos. However, it does not address minority 
language policy or planning issues, being focused rather on the development of the Lao 
language. Nor, of course, is it a study of minority language use, as is the research presented 
in this thesis. 
3.5 Education in Laos 
If lo date ethnic minorities, minority policy and language in Laos have been given scant 
attention academically, studies of education in Laos have been almost absent from the 
literature on that country. There is one article which has addressed language-in-education 
issues in Laos with a focus on medium of instruction for ethnic minorities (Kosonen, 2005). 
This article provides a concise overview of current language-in-education policies and their 
implementation in Laos in comparison to the situations in Thailand and Cambodia. lt also 
presents a useful summary of vernacular education initiatives carried out by non-government 
actors in these contexts, higbJighting tbe fact that Laos is behind its neighbours in 
addressing the language needs of ethnic minority students and predicting that change will be 
difficult as long as current political orientations persist. 
Kosonen's article is useful as a brief introduction to language in ethnic minority education 
in Laos, and in particular as a comparative overview of the situation in these three 
neighbouring countries. It is also relatively comprehensive in that it mentions policy texts, 
the actual approaches of policy implementing agencies, and implementation on the ground, 
albeit brief in each area. However, this article necessarily constitutes only a first step in 
exploring the topic, being a short piece and being based on secondary data sow·ces rather 
than ethnographic research or discow-se analysis of the Lao policy texts themselves. The 
article also fails to note some important details, for example the fact that attempts to 
incorporate oral use of the mother tongue into Lao classroom teaching using the 
Concentrated Language Encounters method were initiated as part of an AusAID funded (and 
donor-designed) project rather than by the Lao Ministry of Education independently. 
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Prior to Kosonen's work, a piece was published in 1982 on the state of Lao education 
following the Communist takeover (Chagnon and Rumpf, 1982). However, this book 
chapter was based only on official figures collected from government ministries and 
involved no independent observation of the situation: the authors of the research were 
limited by government restrictions on travel and independent movement, as were all 
foreigners at the time. Government figures from that period are clearly unreliable, as is 
demonstrated by the claim of a 100% literacy rate in 1984 (c.f. Evans, 1998b) and even now 
official statistics arc somewhat questionable due to the inaccessibility of many parts of the 
country, which hinders data collection efforts, and to unsystematic collection methods. The 
conclusions of the study - that education access and enrolment rates had been vastly 
improved since 1975 - are thus rather dubious, although the authors' suggestions that 
education quality may have been compromised and education development was the only 
way forward for the country remain pertinent. 
More recently, Evans included a chapter on education in Socialist Laos in his book ~ 
f.o.litics of Ritual and Remembran&ci.ao.s .since 1975 (Evans, l 998a). This chapter clearly 
illustrates the role of institutionalised education as a political project in Socialist Laos and 
insightfully observes the educational changes which have occurred since 1975 with changes 
in political orientations and allegiances. Evans gives particular attention to the move away 
from Socialist propaganda and militaristic themes in primary school reading materiaJs and 
the inclusion of religious and other (Lao) cultural content s ince the mid 1980s. He also notes 
the establi shment of scholarship programmes in English-speaking countries and tl1e 
establishment of private educational institutions, both far from the Socialist education model 
of the revolutionary period. Evans argues that these changes are consistent with the 
government's shift away from Socialist discourses and toward a ' retraditionalizing 
nationalism' in the context of the collapse of the Socialist world and increasing 
globalisation. 
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Evans' analysis of teaching materials provides indisputable support for his arguments. His 
insights into the overtly political aspect of Lao education are especially valuable for the 
present study, as is his account of changes in political and educational discourses since 
1975. However, in this chapter Evans does not examine policies or cun·icula relating to 
ethnic minority education. This is unfortunate, as the observation of changes in this field 
would have lent further support to his arguments on the politicisation of Lao education and 
the shift away from revolutionary discourses. Related to this, there is no discussion of 
changes in language-in-education policy, apart from a mention of the necessary move away 
from Eastern-bloc languages toward English, which accompanied changes in scholarship 
programmes. This is also regrettable, as changes or otherwise in language policies likewise 
reflect the wider political changes which Evans notes. On the whole, while valuable, this 
chapter demonstrates the author's urban, ethnic Lao bias, which has been noted elsewhere in 
the literature (Pholsena, 2006: 12) and which the present study aims to avoid. 
Together with two studies focusing on the politics of English language teaching and 
development in Laos (Appleby ct al. , 2002, Sithiraj vongsa and Goh, 2004b), a book chapter 
describing the context and development of an AusAJD-funded ethnic minority teacher 
training project11 (Souvan ixay ct al. , 2002), and another chapter on a teacher upgrading 
project (Lachanthaboun et al., 2005), an article on secondary education policy in Laos 
(Sisavanh, 2003), a very brief description of education policy and plaiming in Laos from the 
French period until now (Sithirajvongsa and Goh, 2004b), and my own previous work 
(Cincotta, 2006), this is the extent of the English language academic literature oo education 
in Laos. Aside from this meagre literatllt'C, there is an unpublished study (Bouasivith et al. , 
I 996) into the history of Lao education, written by four Lao authors and sponsored by the 
Toyota Foundation. However, while the study outlines major education trends from the pre-
colonial period to the present, and cites some key policy and planning documents, it lacks 
11 The Lao-Australia Basic Education Project , with which I worked before undertaking this 
research. 
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any considered analysis of these. Rather, it articulates the standard government line on 
society and education pre and post-1975 (inequalities pre-revolution, improvements post). Its 
strucrure and expression are also less than clear, rendering the content confusing at times. In 
sum, it falls short of generally accepted academic standards. 
The only other work to have been published on education in Laos is a rather impressive 
number of donor reports, or sections of reports, on the subject. Only one of these, a report 
commissioned by Save the Children (UK) (Power, 2002), is focused specifically on ethnic 
minorities, language and education in Laos. In this report, Power provides a useful overview 
of language issues in education in Laos, including: a collection of signi Ii cant statistics on 
ethnicity, language, and minority snident education indicators; a review of relevant 
government policies; and data from interviews with education officials, teachers, parents and 
students. Her discussion at times demonstrates insight into the array of sensitive political 
issues around ethnic minority education in Laos. However, the study has several short-
comings. 
Power is not experienced in the Lao context and nor is she an expert on Laos in the 
academic sense. She therefore presents the information and arguments she has elicited from 
her informants, but is unable to identify misinformation when faced with it. For example, 
she quotes a high-ran.king Ministry of Information and Culture official who told her that 
speakers of Austroasiatic languages have more difficulty than speakers of Hmong-Mien or 
Sino-Tibetan languages when learning Lao (Power, 2002: 20): a statement which is 
contradicted by the evidence and by the typological similarity of the languages concerned12• 
She also quotes the same official claiming that the Ministry of Information and Culture was 
at the time developing 'scripts' (i.e. orthographies) for Hmong and Kmhmu, a project which 
12 Unlike Hmong-Mien languages, the Mon-Khmer languages in Laos share a lack of inflection 
with Lao and an SVO sentence order. There is also a high degree of calquing from Lao and a 
high proportion of Lao-origin lexis in some of the Mon Khmer languages. Furthermore, some 
of these languages are tonal (eg Western Kmhmu), unlike the quoted official claims. 
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will 'take a long time to develop' (ibid: 27). In fact, Lao script orthographies already exist 
for these languages and were used by the government for education and propaganda during 
the late 70s and early 80s. The same official is quoted claiming Lao is used as a lingua 
franca between Akha and Lolo speakers in Phongsali province, when personal observation 
by myself and an American linguist working in Laos for forty years indicates that in fact it 
is Phunoy, Ho and the A.kha dialects which most commonly serve this purpose (James 
Chamberlain, personal communication). 
Furthermore, many of the arguments which Power presents on behalf of her informants have 
strong counterarguments; however, these are not mentioned. For example, one of the main 
arguments against mother-tongue education quoted by Power is that minority people need to 
know Lao, and that a mother-tongue education ' to the exclusion of Lao' would be unhelpful 
(Power, 2002: 29). However, the mother-tongue education models proposed by advocates in 
the Lao context are transitional programmes, which would make use of both languages from 
the early years and would facilitate rather than hinder the learning of Lao. Power also claims 
that the ' most likely explanation for the conti11ued use of Lao in primary school education 
are [sic] the financial and technical constraints within the system (ibid: 30). This does not 
explain the resistance to bilingual education programmes or related training even when grant 
(i.e. free) funds are readily available13• Perhaps Power's greatest misunderstanding is to 
suggest that the policy climate is becoming more favourable toward minority languages in 
education. She bases this claim on a document by the UNDP in consultation with the Lao 
government (UNDP, 2001a). However, other policy and planning documents and their Lao 
producers' interpretations of them suggest the opposite, as will be seen in the chapters which 
follow. 
13 The Lao-Australia Basic Education Project, funded by a grant from AusAID, proposed a 
bilingual education component which was rejected by the Ministry. A symposium for Lao 
government officials on mother-tongue education, also funded by a free grant from the 
Swedish International Development Agency and UNICEF, was likewise rejected as was the 
provision of travel funding by SIDA for Lao officials to attend a conference in Thailand on 
minority language maintenance. 
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These misunderstandings and misrepresentations are perhaps due to the severe 
methodological limitations of Power's research: it was carried out in Vientiane province 
only, involved short visits to villages or institutions rather than prolonged ethnographic 
research (an issue with serious implications for the reliability of interview data), and relied 
mostly on informants' accounts of practice rather than first band observation. What little 
observation was done in schools was limited by the fact that Power does not speak Lao or a 
minority language and could therefore not follow easily what was going on. TWs also 
limited her access to texts and required that she rely on interpreters - sometimes one from 
English to Lao and another from Lao to the minority language, making her data third-hand 
by the time it reached her. In short, despite occasional insights such as the observations that 
cw-rent education practice in Laos is far from international understandings of best practice 
(Power, 2002: 37) and that Lao language policy is 'detrimental to the socio-economic 
development of the country and the empowerment of minority people' (ibid: 45), the 
report's usefulness is limited. It is not an in-depth academic study but a brief overview 
produced within the constraints of development consultancy. For this reason, its 
observations are noted and occasional reference made to its quantitative data, but beyond 
this its findings arc not applied to the present study. 
Jn addition to Power's study, several other reports dealing with education a11d ethnic 
minorities have been published by donor agencies and NGOs working in Laos, although 
none of these addresses language in ethnic minority education exclusively. One of only two 
repo1ts focused on etlrnic minority education which take an ethnographic approach is titled 
Listening to the Village: Community Understandings and Attitudes Toward Education 
(Norway and Education. 200 I). This report, while brief, presents a sensitive discussion of 
issues around education for ethnic minority people, often in those people's own words. 
Unfortunately, however, it does not consider language issues in particular. Furthermore, 
village research was carried out by district and provincial education officials, which may 
have impacted on reliability. The second of these etlmographic reports was produced by the 
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Gender and Ethnic Miniority Education Unit in the Lao Ministry of Education (UNESCO, 
2004) but unfortunately lacks any sophisticated analysis of the issues which it identifies, 
many of which would have provided very useful starting points for further exploration. 
An excellent summary of education policy, ethnic minorities policy, the Lao education 
system, education indicators, and challenges related to ethnic minority education is provided 
in the ADB's Health and Education Needs of Minorities in the Greater Mekong Sub-Region: 
Lao PDR (ADB, 2000). Attention is also given to ethnic minority education in CARE 
Internationa l's lndigenous Peoples Profile (Chamberlain et al., 1995), wh ich gives an 
overview of education (i ncluding language-in-education) policy and planning, education 
indicators for minority groups, and education development projects focusing on minorities, 
as well as an annotated bibliography of development reports on ethnic minority education. 
The 1LO's Policy Study on Ethnic Minority Issues in Rural Development (ILO, 2000) is 
another report which features a useful section on 'Ethnic Minority Policy and Education', 
while the Participatory Poverty Assessment (ADB, 200 I) also includes several pages 
dedicated to education.14 The World Bank's ' Schooling and Poverty in Lao PDR' (2005) 
likewise provides detailed education statistics disaggregated by ethnic ity and the report 
'Teaching in Lao PDR' (World Bank and Lao Ministry of Education, 2007) presents an 
excellent overview of teacher issues with some reference to disparities among ethnic groups 
and between mban and rural populations. Some statistical information and a brief 
commentary is given on literacy rates among minorities and teacher ethnicity in the second 
National Human Development Report for Laos (UNDP, 2001 b), and more comments are 
made on the state of Lao education in the third report (UNDP, 2006a). However, the 2002-
2006 United Nations Development Assistance Framework (UNDAF') for Lao PDR (UNDP, 
2002) makes only passing mention of the specific educational challenges facing ethnic 
14 Although the Assessment did not aim to focus only on ethnic minorities, most of the 
poorest regions and villages in Laos are inhabited by minority people and the study is thus 
primarily centred on those groups. 
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minorities and the 2007-2011 UNDAF notes in only a few lines the need to address 
majority-minority disparities in education (UNDP, 2006b). Similarly brief mention of ethnic 
minority issues is made in UNICEF's report Children and their Families in the Lao People's 
Democratic Republic (UNICEF 1996). 
Like Power's report, these documents provide useful overviews, statistics, and sometimes 
interview data and observations which can contribute something to our understanding of 
education issues for ethni c minorities in Laos. I !owever, none of them is an academic study, 
all arc limited in scope and depth, some mentioning minority education only in passing, and 
furthermore, most are more than a few years old. They therefore constitute a stimulating 
starting point for research into language in ethnic minority education in Laos, but not a 
reliable, in-depth and theorised body of literature on the topic. 
The present work aims to contribute to the establishment of such a literature. In order to do 
this, it begins with a detailed text-based analysis of Lao policy, informed by a Critical 
Discourse Analysis model. Just what this model is will be discussed in the following section. 
3.6 Reading Discourse Analysis 
As explained above, the research presented in this thesis focuses both on government policy 
discourses and local practice. It is worth exploring here how the terms ' policy' and 
' discourse' have been used in the literature and how policy discolU'ses have been identified 
and analysed by various scholars. 
The term 'policy' can be taken to refer to various things: official documents issued by 
governments; active measures taken by government agencies, for example the provision or 
denial of funding; and government directives as implemented by local actors on the ground. 
This problem in the definition of what constit'utes policy and where its boundaries lie is 
common in the literature (Ball, 2006) and renders clear and consistent argumentation on the 
issues difficult. 
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The problem has been addressed by Davis, who suggests three levels of policy activity: the 
intended, the enacted, and the experienced (Davis, 1994). This three-fold distinction allows 
us to examine policy at multiple levels: as issued by its producers; as implemented (or not) 
by social actors engaged in the relevant activities, including policy makers themselves and 
those closer to the ground; and as lived by those whom it affects. A different distinction has 
been proposed by Stephen Ball (Ball, 2006), who analyses policy as text and as discourse. Jn 
Ball's model, the contrast is between wbat is codified through written or spoken language, 
often 'crude and simple' , and what is enacted in practice, usually 'sophisticated, contingent, 
complex and unstable' (Ball, 1993: 10 in Lo Bianco, 2008: 157). Ball's definition is further 
refined by Lo Bianco, who distinguishes policy as text (in the same sense as Ball); policy as 
discourse, meaning the public talk arom1d policy such as speeches and debates; and policy 
as performance, referri11g to the public enactment of policy (Lo Bianco, 2008: 157). 
Researchers working on classroom practice have argued from the other end for definitions 
of policy to include teacher decision making (e.g. Cummins, 1986, Skilton-Sylvester, 2003), 
a dimension which could be included under Lo Bianco's 'performance'. 
The three-fold definition of policy proposed by Lo Bianco is considered to be the most 
effective resolution of the confusion around definitions in the study of policy, and is taken 
as the cue for the multi-levelled design of this sttidy. The present study considers the 
policies first as texts and as discourses around those texts articulated both by policy 
producers and consumers; then as performance, in this case by teachers and students, 
although the pcrformative aspect of policy is generally referred to here as practice. 
Problems of definition, however, do not end here. The notion of 'discourse', as Lemke 
(1995:7) notes, is likewise a protean one. It is sometimes used by linguists to refer to units 
of language above the sentence level: a meaning not far removed from that of 'text', 
although less bounded. At other times, and often by those working outside the field of 
linguistics, the word 'discourse' is used in the much broader sense to refer to a social 
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practice which involves but is not limited to language, as in the Foucaultian sense of the 
term ( c. f. Foucault, 1980). 
Some discoW'se analysts interested in both the micro-level linguistic aspect and the macro-
levcl social one have preferred Lo distinguish the two by referring to 'discourse' and 
' Discourse' (c.f. Gee, 2004: 46). Of course 'Discourse' and 'd iscourse' arc not neatly 
separable into the social and linguistic realms: what's linguistic Is social and what's social is 
often linguistic. However, this distinction has allowed some analysts to focus their analyses 
through a wider or narrower lens as they consider the complex relationsh ips between 
language and society. For the pW'poses of this thesis, the wording 'policy discourses' ls used 
in its broader sense to refer to the combination of lingu istic and other practices wh ich 
produce and reproduce a set of social meanings and power relationships. The term 'text' is 
used to refer to a particu lar instance of discourse in the small 'd' sense of the word. 
This use of the words 'discoW'se' and 'text' origitrntes in a theoretical orientation which 
stresses the importance of both the social aspect of any piece of language - who its 
producers and consumers are and why they created it, their power relationships, the other 
pieces of language in relation to which they make meaning of this one - and the particular 
features of this piece of language - the lexical, syntactic and generic choices its writer or 
speaker made from all those available to her. Furthermore, the theoretical orientation taken 
in this thesis is one which emphasises not only analysis of the social aspects of discourses 
and the linguistic aspects of texts, but the relationships between the two. This emphasis on 
macro and micro-level analyses and a theory which integrates them is one which might 
seem obvious to the reader, but in fact it is a goal which has been neglected in much of the 
discourse analysis literature. 
Discourse as understood by Foucault is 'ways of organizing meaning that are often, though 
not exclusively, realized through language' (Pennycook 1994: 128). For Foucault, 
discourses are 'systems of power/knowledge within which we take up subject positions' 
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(ibid.). This view of discourse is one of the most useful and influential to be taken up by 
discourse analysts in two regards. Firstly, it facilitates a move away from conceptions of 
discourse only at the micro level and as somehow 'purely linguistic', to include other 
semiotic systc1ns as well as the range of (especially institutional) power relationships and 
social practices which contribute to and constrain the creation of texts. Secondly, as 
suggested by the last statement, Foucault's theory challenges traditional notions that texts 
are created through a series of choices made by independently acting individuals, rather than 
by agents both constricted and empowered by the network of social and textual relations in 
which they act. As Pcnnycook (1994: 116) notes, such a view of discourse has lead to a shift 
in the questions being asked by discourse analysts from 'what' and ' how' to 'why', and in 
the task of discourse analysis from description to explanation. 
However, what has made Foucault's view of discourse such a powerful notion for discourse 
analysis is at the same time his theory's greatest weakness. Foucault moved so far beyond 
conceptions of language as a system in itself and distinct from the social, or even as simply 
determined by the social, that he avoided the detailed linguistic analyses which might 
illustrate his arguments. His preoccupation with systems and structures in the production 
and reproduction of discourse lead to a neglect of the communicative practice of discourse. 
Despite the role of language in his conception of discourse, Foucault never specified how 
the principles of his theory of discourse arc expressed in actual instances of language use. 
He never indicated how a text might be analysed linguistically, nor did he ever analyse one 
in this way. This is a significant impediment to cai·rying out Foucaultian analyses at a level 
of detail which satisfies the requirement for a macro-micro balance. Thus while Foucault's 
theory of discourse as a social practice has usefully expanded the object of discourse 
analysis beyond relationships within texts and between individual 'authors' and texts, his 
work does not provide a complete enough framework in itself for the analysis of policy (or 
other) texts at any level of linguistic delicacy. 
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One discourse analyst whose work is influenced by Foucault but who provides a detailed 
model for the analysis of texts is Norman Fairclough (e.g. , 1989,, 1992a,, 1992b,, 2004). 
One of the rnain strengths of Fairclough's work in Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) is 
precisely its specificity regarding linguistic analyses. This is a characteristic which he 
emphasizes by referring to his work as 'textually oriented discourse analysis' (TODA), as 
compared to more abstract approaches such as Foucault's (Fairclough 1992: 37). In 
Djscourse and Social Change ( 1992), for example, Fairclough explores the process of 
constructing social relations through text by cons idering a range of' fnleractional Control 
Features' (p.152), including turn taking, exchange structure, topic control, setting and 
policing agendas, formulation, modality, politeness, and ethos. He then moves on to 
analyzing the construction of socia l reality (p.169) in some sample texts through a 
consideration of connectives and argumentation. transitivity and theme, word meaning, 
wording, and metaphor. Much of this analysis is grounded in Halliday's (1985) 'functional 
grammar', though Fairclough also draws here on conversation analysis. 
Thus unlike Foucault, for Fairclough discourse analysis is centred on a range of detailed 
linguistic analyses of texts. Just as importantly, he grounds these analyses in the framework 
of a model of discourse as social practice. Fairclough's model is inspired by Foucault's in 
that he recognizes the constitutive natlire of discourse, whereby language 'signifies reality in 
the sense of creating meanings for it' rather than simply referring to an external reality 
(1992: 42). He also shares with Foucault an emphasis on intertextuality, a belief that power 
is often imposed discursively, an emphasis on the 'polit ical nature of discourse' both as a 
site of and an object of struggle, and an interest in the relationship between discursive 
change and social change (ibid: 55-56). 
Faiclough's linguistic analyses are not only somehow siluated within such a theory of 
discourse, they are determined by it: he analyses featw·es such as turn taking and topic 
control in order to examine how the particular text is a site of struggle, and features like 
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transitivity to consider how the subjects and objects of the text are constituting and being 
constituted by others. Thus Fairclough provides the means by which we can determine how 
Foucault's principles of discourse are being expressed in real communication, if at all. 
In addition to formulating micro level analyses so as to illustrate discursive processes at the 
level of text, Fairclough advocates a model of multi-layered analysis which focuses on the 
relationship between text and context. He states that analysis must consider 'lhe relationship 
between texts, processes, and their social conditions, both immediate (situation) and remote 
(social structures)' ( 1989: 26). In this model, the analysis of social strnctures is carried out 
at the level of a particular language, and analysis of social practice is carried out at the level 
of particular orders of discourse. An order of discourse is comprised of people, actions, 
social relations, the material world and semiosis, the latl'er including genres, discourses and 
styles. At the lowest level is the social event, which is analysed at the level of text 
(Fairclough, 2004). Elsewhere (Fairclough 1989: 164), the same distinctions are expressed 
in terms of discourse, orders of discourse and texts corresponding to the societal, the 
institutionitl and the situational context. Represented e ither way, Fairclough specifics levels 
at which analyses are to be carried out, and provides a model for what can be analysed at 
each of these levels. In this regard, his conception of layers of analysis is another practical 
realisation of Foucaultian principles. 
However, Fairclough's approach departs from Foucault's theory at two important and 
interrelated points. Firstly, although Fairclough conceives of the subject/object-discourse 
relationship as constitutive, he sees this as 'a dialectic, in which the Impact of discursive 
practice depends upon how it interacts with the prcconstituted reality' (1992: 60). That is, 
unlike Foucault, he gives as much weight to how preconstituted objects and social subjects 
shape texts as to how those texts shape subjects and objects. Thus the world is not only in 
the discourse, the discourse is in the world. This view is not an uncommon reaction to 
Foucault's work and is adopted by the current research, which recognized the significant 
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impact of subjects and objects which exist prior and external to the policy texts, although 
some of these arc at the same time manipulated and remodelled by those texts. 
A second and related departure from Foucault's work is Fairclough 's idea of ideology. For 
Fairclough as a neo-Marxist, ideology is determined by socio-economic relations and in turn 
determines orders of discourse and discourses. Ideology is a world view which is shaped by 
(economic) power relations and which in tum maintains those relations. Ideology is 
conceptualized here in contrast to a real and unbiased reality, unskewed by unequal access 
to resources, the revelation of which is the ultimate goal of discourse analysis and other 
social projects. This view is in contrast to Foucault's and indeed most other non-Materialist 
theories, which would posit the inevitability of bias and skewing, economic or otherwise, in 
the production of any discourse. Rather than 'ideology', proponents of such views might 
discuss 'orientation ', which, no matter where we stand, is always present (c.f. Lemke 1995: 
1 I). 
Fairclough 's notion of ideology may be the cause of criticisms that his CDA fails to allow 
for multiple readings of texts, instead proffering what is one selective, partial, and 
prejudiced interpretation (see Widdowson, 1995, , 1996, , 1998). Blommaert explains that, 
according to such criticisms, 'texts are found to have a certain ideological meaning that is 
forced upon the reader' (Blommaeti and Bulcaen, 2000: 455). 
This thesis also rejects Fairclough's notion of ideology as masking the one true reading of 
any text, which the analyst has the privilege of unveiling. It also rejects the concomitant 
neo-Marxist view espoused by Fairclough that the primary location of social struggle is 
class relations (c.f. Fairclough 1989: 34-35). In the present study class relations arc of little 
importance, if any. Rather, ethnicity is the primary measure by which subjects a11d objects 
here construct identities and are constrncted, although it certainly interacts with a 
multiplicity of other factors. 
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A further criticism of Fairclough 's work and of CDA more generally is that it makes use of 
simplistic understaudings of political and social relations as 'context', uncritically accepting 
them as fact and projecting them onto the data, rather than carrying out a truly critical 
analysis of these relations, or alternative ly doing away with any 'contextual' material which 
cannot be proven to be immediately relevant to the textual participants (Blommaert and 
Bulcaen, 2000: 456). Whether or not this is the case in Fairclough's work, and it may indeed 
be so to some extent, the present study aims to avoid such faults by relying on detailed 
ethnographic and historical research into the contexts of the policy analysed here. It also 
takes policy producers' and consumers' descriptions and interpretations as the starting point 
for the researcher's own interpretations, rather than vice versa. 
The research presented in this thesis thus seeks to make use of the specificity of 
Fairclough's model for linguistic analysis in a multilayered framework, based as it is on an 
adaptation of Foucault's v iew of discourse, while avoiding some of the weaknesses of his 
work. Perhaps most importantly, the research rejects Fairclough's view of ideology as a 
' mask' and the role of the discourse analyst as 'unmasker' and purveyor of a singular trnth. 
Rather, it takes up Lemke's view of all meaning making as having an inescapable 
'orientational dimension' ( 1995: 11 ). According to this view, the role of the analyst is to 
' lay down a number of tracks along which different ... readiugs might run, tracks which 
constrain but do nol determine readings' (Hodge and Kress 1993: 180). That is, like the 
writer of the text being analysed, the discourse analyst presents a text which derives from a 
particular orientation and can be interacted with in many ways, accepted, contested, or 
rejected. 
3.7 Discourse in the classroom 
To realize the goal of multileveled discourse analysis, this study moves from a discussion of 
language and ethnic relations in Laos over time, to a focused analysis of policy documents 
and their implementation, and then to a detailed analysis of language use in three ethnic 
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minority classrooms. In the last section on classroom language use, the literature on code-
switching in general, and in the classroom particularly, becomes highly relevant. Jn order to 
maintain the link between the body of literature on code-switching and the classroom 
language analysis, this literatme is reviewed in chapter five, inunediately before the 
discussion of classroom practices begins. 
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4 Solidarity and power: Discourses on language, ethnicity and 
education at the national level in Laos 
4.1 Introduction 
4.1.1 Reading policy 
Government policies on ethnic affairs and language in education not only respond to the 
socio-economic and education development needs of the State, but originate from and 
(re)produce discourses of ethnicity, language and education which operate at a much more 
fundamental level than this. 
In the first place, official policy documents articulate the government's orientation to 
minority cultures and languages and to education. This is most explicit in what policies 
address and don 't address and how. However, it is also implicit in the ways in which 
policies categorise and name people, objects and events; how they construe relationships 
between these elements; and how they create a narrative upon and around them. 
In addition to this, government policy can produce and reproduce official and popular 
discourses by presenting and legitimising new taxonomies and narratives and disseminating 
these to bureaucratic audiences. The policy texts are then further disseminated in whole or 
in part to other members of the state through their interaction with individual bureaucrats or 
state agencies. 
Simulta11eous to these processes, government policy creates the material conditions for the 
reproduction of official discourses. For example, policy on education can contribute to the 
creation of an inequitable education system leading to poor educational outcomes among 
minorities, thereby supporting the reproduction of discourses on their social inferiority. 
The power of language policies in particular in reproducing unequal social relations was 
recognized by Bourdieu (e.g., 1977a). He described what he ter111ed ' linguistic 
marketplaces', in which some languages are accorded greater symbolic value than others as 
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a result of their providing access to economic advantage. That is, what begins as the result 
of particular historical conditions (i.e. economic power relations bet\veen language groups in 
a given territory) is represented as part of the natural order of things, a consequence of 
inherent superiority. The symbolic value which is accorded dominant languages in turn 
maintains their central role in those social arenas such as education which contribute to 
economic advantage. According to Bourdieu 's theory, the symbolic value of a language is 
established not only through government policy and plalliling documents, but through the 
day to day workings of institutions such as universities and government offices. Yet policy 
documents often regulate action in these sites and, if we ru·e to accept Bourdieu 's model, 
should be considered integral to the reproduction of values in the linguistic marketplace. 
However, it is not the reading of policy documents alone which will afford us a deep 
understanding of government discourses on ethnicity, language and education in the Lao 
context. Ultimately, the meaning of the policy texts cannot be found only in the texts 
themselves, but in bow they are read (and implemented) by their main producers and 
consumers at the Lao Ministry of Education. As Lo Bianco argues, expanding on the work 
of Stephan Ball (Ball, 2006), policy is not only text but ' discourse' and 'performance' too 
(Lo Bianco, 2008). Comments from interviews with Min istry of Education officials are thus 
discussed below io order to provide a ' reading of readings': that is, a reading of producers' 
and consumers' readings of the policy Lexts. This meta-reading is combined here with direct 
readings of the texts themselves in order to reinforce the direct readings and to provide 
insight into the meanings made by local policy actors. 
4.1.2 Outline of the chapter 
The purpose of this chapter is to identify and explore government discourses on ethnicity, 
language and education in Laos in order to determine in subsequent chapters whether these 
discourses are reproduced, adapted, or contested by teachers and ethnic minority students, 
and how. The chapter presents a discussion of Lao government discourses first historically 
and then with a focus on the present day Lao PDR. 
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Firstly, prevalent orientations to ethnic minorities, languages and education are identified for 
what have been presented below as discrete historical periods. This is not to imply that these 
periods are natmally discrete tmits, or to suggest a lack of continuity between tbc periods, 
but is merely for the purposes of convenience. Following this, an overview of important 
policy documents in the Lao PDR is given. The subsequent sections of the chapter present in 
turn a series of discourses common to these Lao policy texts and their discussion. The 
chapter ends with a brief conclusion summarising the government discourses which will 
then be referred to in the analysis of classroom practices in the fol lowing chapters. 
4.2 Ethnic minorities, language and education in Laos: A historical 
overview 
It is generally agreed in the literature that the establishment of the Lao People's Democratic 
Republic in 1975 marked the beginning of a new era in political discourses on ethnicity in 
Laos (c.f. Stuart Fox 1993, 1997, 2003; Pholsena 2002, 2004, 2006; Evans 1999, 2002). 
This is evident in the proliferation of policy documents, or sections thereof, specifically 
addressing ethnic minority issues from this time, as well as the new, markedly inclusive 
language of those documents. It is also seen in the implementation of meastffes to integrate 
ethnic 111inorities into the new state, including health, education, social welfare, and 
communications programmes. In contrast, despite the fact that previous regimes maintained 
traditional ritual relationships with ethnic minority peoples, and despite the incorporation of 
some ethnic minority individuals into the Royal Lao Government in particular, these 
regimes focused their social and economic programmes on lowland areas, which were 
predominantly ethnically Lao. For the most part, they ignored ethnic minorities in the 
discourses in and around official policies and programmes. 
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4.2.1 Traditional Lao polities 
From shortly after the arrival of Tai groups in the area some time in the first millennium 
(Evans, 2002: 2), ritual ties were established between etlu1ic Mon-Khmer groups and the 
ethnic Tai (including the Lao)." This is often exemplified in the Jiterattu"e with reference to 
the ritual participation of Kmhmu people at the Luang Prabang court during official Lao 
New Year celebrations. During the ritual celebrations, the Lao king recognized the Kmhmu 
as 'elder brothers' before literally and symbolically banishing them from the palace, back to 
their village on the outskirts of the capital (c.f. Stuart-Fox 2003). This metaphor of 
primogenesis is consistent with the Lao origin myth of Khun Borom, in which the Kmhmu 
were the first to emerge from the primeval gourd, followed later by the Lao. 16 
Several historians and ethnographers have also discussed the trade and labour relations 
established between Tai and Mon-Khmer groups from an e~rrly point (e.g. Izikowitz, 1951 , 
Evrard, 2006, Pholsena, 2006). However, social and economic policies before French 
colonisation ('policy' here referring to a general political approach rather than codified 
documents), did little to socially integrate the minorities into Tai polities (Pholsena, 2006: 
21), the main purpose being the collection of tax and corvee labour. This is not lo argue that 
integration and assimilation of minority people into Tai communities did not occur. On the 
contrary, individual cases of intermarriage were probably not uncommon and the systematic 
incorporation of non Tai people into Tai communities has been noted (c.f. Evans, l 999b). 
However, these cases occurred at the village level and were community-driven rather than 
centrally planned processes of integration. Due to their ambivalent relationship to Tai 
polities, on the one hand ritually and economically important, but on the other subjugated 
15 The arrival of the Hmong-Mien and Tibeto-Burman minorities into what is now Laos did 
not begin until the 191h century. LEE, G. (1982) Minority Policies and the Hmong in Laos. IN 
STUART-FOX, M. (Ed.) Contemporary Laos: Studies in the Politics and Society of the Lao 
People's Democratic Republic. Santa Lucia, Queensland, Queensland University Press. 
16 For a detailed exploration of the gourd creation myth from Kmhmu perspectives, see 
Proshcan, F. 2001 'Peoples of the Gourd: Imagined Ethnicities in Highland Southeast Asia'. In 
The Journal of Asian Studies 60, pp. 999-1032. For an overview of previous analyses of the 
Lao myth, see Pholsena 2006: 24-26. 
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and (for the most part) physically peripheral, the position of Mon-Kluuer peoples in early 
Lao polities has been described as ambivalent: simultaneously included and marginalized 
(Stuart-Fox, 2003: 78). 
With regard to the education system before French colonisation, in the .Buddhist Tai polities 
education was institutionalized in the temple, where young men learned literacy in Pali as 
well as religious doctrine. Thus non Buddhist minorities such as most Mon-Khmer and some 
Tai groups were completely excluded fi:om the traditional temple system.17 These groups 
carried out education at the family and village level, and thus remained for the most part 
socially and linguistically unintegrated with the ethnic Lao. 
4.2.2 The French colonial period 
If non-Tai ethnic minorities were in a position of ambivalence before, French colonial 
policies facilitated the reproduction of discourses on Tai and Lao superiority, intensifying 
Mon-Khmer status as subjugated. This was achieved most particularly through the colonial 
taxation system, which was not implemented on the ground by the French, but rather by 
ethnic Lao and other Tai intermediaries (Pholsena, 2002: 177). Tayanin (I 994: 42-44) notes 
an excessively exploitative taxation system from the 1930s, with ethnic Lao and Lue 
dominating the Kmhmu. lzikowilz (1951) also describes an administrative structure during 
this period with French at the top, Vietnamese, Lue then K.rnhmu and other Mon-Khmer 
groups at the bottom, an arrangement which has become famous in the literature (c.f. Stuart-
Fox 1997). 
This period may have minimally lessened the marginalization of the Kmhmu by drawing 
them into the colonial system, but as Stuart-Fox notes, they were drawn in as subjects, not 
17 The Tai-Lue of Sipsonpanna, along what is now the border of north western Laos and 
China, and the Tai-Phuan of Meuang Phuan in present-day Xieng Khuang, along with some 
smaller Tai groups such as the Tai-Neua in present-day Huaphan province were/are 
Buddhist. Many of the Kmhmu Khwaen from present-day Luang Nam Tha province also 
converted to Buddhism when incorporated under Tai-Lue rulership during the 19th century. 
Other Tai and Mon-Khmer peoples for the most part followed their own religions. 
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equals (Stuart-Fox, 2003: 81). la fact, the colonial system served to widen inequalities and 
increase resentment between the Kmhmu and the ethnic Lao and Tai. Stuart-Fox writes: 
'Traditional relationships were .. . undermined and new ethnic antagonisms fostered whose 
implications spilled over into the post-colonial period' (J 997:3 1 ). 
On an even more fundamental level, not only did the French system establish inter-ethnic 
conflict, but it influenced the very ways in which groups identified themselves and others. 
Pholsena writes that: 
[The French] classification inscribed their image of the Lao population on the 
post-colonial censuses. fndced, the latter kept the same pattern, i.e. the 
naming and the categories ... which meant that the racial lines were 
insidiously perpetrated among the natives (Pholsena, 2002: 179). 
During the early years of colonisation, little attention was given to education. In fact, 
education only became a specific item of expenditure in the Lao budget in 1905 (Stuart-Fox, 
1997: 43). Even after this date, the French approach was to support temple schools as a 
means of literacy education, but in reality these rarely accomplished effective literacy 
education of their students, and perhaps more significantly, were totally irrelevant to the 
huge majority of ethnic minority people (c.f. Evans, 2002: 49, 71). French primary schools 
were established in only a few provincial centres, with only one secondary school being 
established during French rule, in Vientiane in 192 l. These schools were mostly attended by 
French and Vietnamese children and teachers were likewise of these nationalities. Until 
191 8, textbooks were printed in France in French. Meanwhile, the provinces of Sayaboury, 
Phongsali and Luang Nam Tha were entirely without schools during the early French period 
(Bouasivith et al., 1996: 41). It is notable tbat these three provinces were and are still 
populated predominantly by ethnic minorities. 
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Later in the French period, attention was turned to the cultural and linguistic differentiation 
of the Lao from the Thai (Evans, 2002, lvarsson, 2002). This focus was reflected in policies 
such as the 'National Renovation' campaign of the 1930s. The campaign, fostered by the 
French and propelled by the French-educated Lao intelligentsia, aimed to create a new 
national consciousness 
'strcss[ing] the oneness of the population from north to south with regard to 
history, race, language and religion ... that is, an identity defmed in pure 
ethnic-Lao terms to which the other ethnic groups were to be assimilated' 
(Pietrantoni 1943 cited in lvarsson 2002: 65). 
Minorities were not featured in the discourse on national unity, or were reduced to 
insign ificance in an effort to constme Laos as a historically and culturally unified territory, 
distinct, separate (and at times prior to) Thailand. Hence Katay Don Sasorith's (a prominent 
Lao politician and nationalist) characterisation: 
' If we leave out a few ethnological Minorities (Khas, Meos, etc) that are 
scattered here and there, generally in the heights, the whole of Muong Lao 
spoke the same language, honoured the same genii, cultivated the same 
religion and had the same usages and customs' (in Stuart-Fox, 2003: 85). 
The external (Thai) focus of social policy and cultural activity at the time was paralleled in 
issues around the Lao language. The same priority of demarcating Lao identity as separate 
from Thai, thereby marginalizing the issue of ethnic diversity within Laos, was evident in 
language planning initiatives. Efforts were focused on the development of a Lao grammar, a 
task which was pursued by the now revered Sila Vilavong; various language committees 
were established (Ivarsson, 2002: 72, Enfield, 1999); and debates appeared in the 
Renovation Movement's periodical Lao Nyay on issues such as the relationship between the 
Lao and Thai languages, and in particular, which was derived from the other. Such 
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initiatives and arguments were made with the aim of legitimating the Lao language and 
therefore the Lao state, but in the process excluded a large proportion of the members of 
that state by rendering them, in Pbolsena's words, ' invisible and unbounded until the 
Communist revolutionaries decided otherwise' (Pholsena, 2004: 244). 
During the same period, the French pursued a policy of expanding education beyond its 
previously very limited reach. Thjs move was certainly at least in part related to the 
National Renovation drive to create a national consciousness among the Lao population, 
schools being one of the most effective means for such a task. Stuart-Fox writes that: 
'The French did ... make some effort to make amends for past neglccl. .. New 
primary schools were constructed. The College Pavie was upgraded to a 
lycee .. . while junior high schools were opened at Pakse, Luang Prabang and 
Savannakhet. Fully 17 per cent of the national budget was devoted to 
education ' (1997: 69). 
Evans corroborates this by pointing out that the five years from 1940 to 1945 saw more 
school construction in Laos than had occurred in the preceding 40 years (2002: 78). 
However, it seems that ethnic minorities were not much affected by this educational 
expansion. Evans (2002: 72) notes that the national symbols propagated in schools reached 
only a small, primarily urban audience. He lists the following numbers of minority students 
in schools in 1937: I 10 Thai Neua, 65 'Kha', 43 'Meo', 35 Phu Noi, 22 Phu Thai, and 7 
Red Thai (2002: 49), which indicates that the numbers of minority students, particularly 
from non-Tai groups, were almost negligible even late in the colonial period. Stuart-Fox 
( 1997: 52) similarly states that there was a 'near complete lack of education' among the 
rural population, especially minorities. 
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4.2.3 The Royal Lao Government 
The Royal Lao Government gained full sovereignty in 1953, and under its rule such 
conditions persisted. Stuart-Fox characterises the Royal Lao regime as 'partial in its 
selectivity and elitist and conservative in its thrust' (2003:85). He writes that: 
'Nothing was done to improve living conditions for the mountain peoples -
only 8 percent of US aid had been spent on schools, clinics, roads and other 
development projects, and of that virtually none in the highlands' ( 1997: 109). 
In contrast, Evans identifies RLG attempts to create some form of national consciousness 
which was inclusive of ethnic minorities. He cites the 1947 Constitution, which stated that: 
'Citizens of Laos are all those individuals belonging to races that are 
permanently established in the territory of Laos and do not possess already 
any other nationality' (in Evans, 2002: 135), 
Evans also refers to the similarly inclusive national elections of 1960, in which all citizens 
had the right to participate regardless of ethnicity (ibid: 129). The RLG's adoption of the 
tripartite ethnic classification system of 'Lao lum' (lowland Lao), 'Lao tbeung' (upland 
Lao), and 'Lao sung' (highland Lao) can likewise be seen as an attempt to prioritize Lao 
citizenship over ethnic identity: under this classification, all groups are 'Lao' regardless of 
ethnicity. Pholsena describes the system as 'a stroke of genius', arguing that: 
it was clearly a political attempt to emphasis the unity of the country by 
suppressing the pejorative nature and the racial connotations attached to the 
previous naming system, and by denying the reality of the cultural differences 
among peoples (Pholsena, 2002: 180). 
However, Eva11s acknowledges the limited scope of these changes: the constitution had little 
effect on the bulk of the people and election!! did not reach about half the population (2002: 
129). Similarly, the tripartite classification can be seen as much as a subjugation of nonALao 
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ethnicities under the Lao umbrella as an elevation of ethnic minorities to equal status with 
the Lao. 
During the RLG period, government sponsored language initiatives continued to be focused 
on the legitimation and development of Lao in opposition both to Thai and French. Other 
languages in the Lao state were for the most part absent from official agendas. 18 Evans 
characterises the activity around language during this period as 'largely an urban 
phenomenon', being centred on corpus planning and literary publication in Lao (2002: J 5 L-
52). 
Education policies and programmes implemented at the time show a similar ethnic Lao bias. 
The government established the National Council for Education and later the National 
Commission for Education, both at the Ministry of Education (Bouasivith ct al., 1996: 88). 
These bodies were charged with drafting education policy, and developing curricula and 
materials respectively, but these tasks focused on educational management, teaching and 
learning in already established educational institutions, which were still predominantly in 
lowland, ethnic Lao areas. The government also established Sisavangvong University, but 
again, its students were drawn mainly from those privileged lowland Lao families who had 
access to high quality primary and secondary education for their children. In 1960, a Prime 
Ministerial Decree on Education was issued establishing guidelines for compulsory 
education (ibid.), but with many rural and remote areas sti ll lacking schools and/or teachers, 
this directive appears to have been out of touch with educational realities and of little 
consequence to those without school access, albeit well-intentioned. 
18 In 1972 20 000 Hmong readers were printed for use by Hmong children In government 
schools. Although this was approved by the Ministry of Education, these had been prepared 
and funded by foreign missionaries. 
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In 1962 the govermnent, with the support of UNESCO, undertook large-scale education 
refonn. The reform programme, drafted by (non-Lao) UNESCO experts, included the 
recommendation that: 
If possible, children of ethnic minority groups should learn Jn their own 
language in parallel with the national language (cited in Bouasivith et al., 
1996: 80). 
However, this recommendation was not followed, much as similar calls in recent 
collaboratively drafted documents have been ignored (sec section I .2 above). During the 
same time, a nationwide USAID sponsored teacher training project was implemented in 
which training programmes were revised and the one-year post-primary training programme 
abolished (Bouasivith ct al., 1996: 83). While this may have raised the standard of graduate 
teachers by requiring all trainees to have at least a lower secondary school education, it 
limited the number of ethnic minority teacher trainees especially from remote areas, as few 
young minority people were educated beyond primary school level. 
Thus education initiatives during the RLG period, although important for the Lao education 
system overall, were largely irrelevant or even detrimental to most ethnic minority people. 
4.2.4 The Pathet Lao 
During the later years of the Royal Lao Government, social, language and education policy 
was simultaneously being issued and implemented in the ' liberated zone' 19 by the Pathet Lao 
(PL), the Vietnamese backed Communist soldiers who would later go on to be the founders 
of the Lao PDR. The Pathet Lao actively produced new discourses of inclusion and ethnic 
equality that challenged the old elite order based on ethnic hierarchies. Among PL policies 
was that of installing prominent Hmong and Mon-Khmer men in positions of political 
leadership (Stuart-Fox, 2003: 80). 
19 By 1964 this covered approximately half the country, mostly in mountainous and remote 
areas (Evans 2002: 128). 
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At a more grassroots level, PL cadres were ordered to work closely with villagers, who in 
the PL held areas were usually ethnic minorities, on village construction projects and 
training (Sturui-Fox. J 997: 103). In the area of language, Phoumi Vongvichit wrote his Lao 
Gn1111mar(1967) and devised reforms to the Lao language which were concerned both with 
national unification against the Americans and the Thai through the consolidation of a 
' progressive, modern, and scientific' national language (Enfield, 1999: 270), ru1d with 
rendering literacy more accessible to the local population through greater standardization 
and a phonemically rather than etymologically based spelling system. This especially 
privileged ethnic minorities, most of whom, unlike temple-educated Lao, were not familiar 
with the Pali words on which the original etymological spellings were based. 
Jn education under the Pathet Lao, emphasis was placed on increasing the accessibility ru1d 
relevance of primary schooling and increasing literacy among adults. As early as 1950, the 
Lao People's Party (later the Lao Revolutionary Party) adopted a 12 point strategy including 
one point stressing the eradication of illiteracy and tbe 'development of education and 
national culture' (cited in Bouasivith et al., I 996: 92). In 1956, education was identified as a 
priority at the general congress of the Lao Front for Nationalism and in 1961 the Party 
established primary teacher training schools in the PL zone which, the following year, 
included ethnic minority trainees as 10% of the schools' student body (ibid: 97). The PL 
government also established non-formal education programs both for government staff and 
for the general population, the latter focusing on literacy skills and, in 1967, including 5000 
participants (Bouasivith et al., 1996: 98). 
Unlike RLG education drives, this focus on education was not limited to the ethnic Lao 
population, perhaps for the obvious reason that the PL zones were primarily in ethnic 
minority areas. By the 1962-63 school year, there were 32 047 ethnic minority school 
students in the ' liberated' zone and in the J 969-70 school year, 33 % of teachers in the PL 
zone were 'teachers of Lao Theung [upland Lao]' (Bouasivith eta!., 1996: 97). By 1971 
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there were 23 schools for ethnic minority students, with a total student population of 1 230 
(ibid: 104). The PL replaced French with Lao as the language of schooling (although teacher 
training and tertiary education were in Vietnamese), but in 1967 16 000 grade one text 
books and 20 000 adult readers were printed in the Hmong language for use in the PL zone. 
Unlike the printing of Hmong language primers under the RLG, printing in the PL zone was 
initiated and funded by the (revolutionary) government rather than by chari table foreigners. 
Thus from tho beginning, the Communist leadership in Laos articu lated a discourse of 
inclusiveness which differed markedly from the discoi1rses of ethnic Lao centrality a11d 
superiority articulated by other regimes. However, this discourse of inclusiveness was 
perhaps not motivated entirely by an egalitarian socialist ideology. Certainly ideals of 
interethnic equality and solidarity against the capitalist American-allied regime formed a 
central part of the PL ideology, but the PL also had pragmatic concerns such as the 
continued recruitment of troops and continued support from villagers. 
As mentioned earlier, the areas in which the PL was most active were inliabited 
predominantly by ethnic minorities. Jt was mostly from this population base that the PL 
recruited, and on this base that it depended for survival. Furthermore, even until now 
elements of the minority population of Laos have actively opposed the Communist regime 
and rendered parts of the country highly insecure.20 During and after the revolution, a major 
concern was drawing these subversive minority elements into the national fold (or failing 
that, eliminating them). Thus efforts to appeal to ethnic minorities can be seen to have had 
an instrumental as well as an ideological rationale. Pholsena writes that: 
'The propaganda for socialism became an appeal for a united patriotic front. 
The ethnic minority members were called upon to join the struggle for the 
20 In 2007 a coup attempt was planned by several high profile Hmong dissidents now 
residing In America. The attempt was uncovered by American law enforcement agencies and 
made international news, not least because the dissidents had been trained and supported 
by the CIA during the Indochina war. 
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triumph of socialism against the 'imperialists and the reactionaries' (Pholsena, 
2002: 181). 
Recent shifts away from minority language education suggest that the Comn1lmist 
leadership's early commitment to ethnic 111inorities may indeed have been primarily 
instrumental: now that the political situation is more stable and the government legitimate, 
efforts to appeal to minorities have been largely abandoned. Comments from a highly placed 
Ministry of Education offi cial support this analysis. When asked why the government has 
shifted away from support for minority language education, he said: 
It [use of minority languages in education] was like publicity. There were two 
sides fighting, so we weren't equal yet. So they wanted to create this so 
people could see that, oh, we have a policy - our policy is broad. Every ethnic 
group should know, should be equal, should come together as one. 
PL efforts to expand the education network overall can likewise be seen as tactically driven. 
This is not surprising: the effectiveness of institutionalised education as a political tool has 
been well established (Bourdieu, l 977b, , 1991 ). What is somewhat surprising is how 
explicitly the Pathet Lao authorities recognized this political aspect and the degree to which 
it was prioritised over other ends, such as content teaching and learning. PL documents from 
the time refer overtly to the political goals of education. For example, the Policy of the Lao 
People' s Revolutionary Pruty on Education ( J 974) states that: 
The objective of education in the new era is to educate people in line with the 
People's Democratic Regime (cited in Bouasivith et al., 1996: I 08, emphasis added) 
and that: 
The guidelines of the new education system are based on three main 
principles: nationalism, science and public [sic] (ibid; emphasis added). 
In the srune policy document, it is written that teachers must: 
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[H)ave the quality of nationalism; be honest to the revolution; be responsible 
to the Lao People's Revolutionary Party and the Lao People; have the attitude 
of trustfulness [sic] to the policy of the Lao People's Revolutionary Party for 
the duty to educate new people with new thinking' (ibid.) 
It will be seen below that these same values are overtly articulated in current policy and 
planning documents. 
4.2.5 The Lao People's Democratic Republic 
The current government, a continuation of the Socialist regime which came to power in 
1975 with the Pathet Lao victory, has issued a plethora of policies and planning documents, 
many of which address ethnic minority issues and education. The most widely known and 
easily procured is the Constitution of 1996 (199 1), which of course is broad in scope, but 
does include articles specifically targeted to minority issues, language and education. The 
Constitution is examined in the discussion below. 
In addition to the Constitution, which was issued by the People's Supreme Assembly, the 
Party issues a variety of decrees, two of which are considered below: the Resolution of the 
Party Central Committee Concerning Ethnic Affairs, in Particular the Hmong ( 1981 ), and 
the Resolution of the Party Central Committee Concerning Ethnic Affairs in the New Era 
( 1992). The first of these decrees was issued i11 response to the massive population 
movement and continued security threats resulting from Hmong involvement in the war, 
whi le the second is for the most part a reiteration of the first decree, but addresses ethnic 
minorities in general. The 1992 Minorities Policy was reissued in 1996 together with a Party 
document titled 'The Development of Human Resources in Ethnic Minority Areas', which is 
also referred to below. 
While Party decrees address specific problems and/or sectors and are thus issued irregularly 
according to perceived need, the Prime Minister's Office regularly issues its Five-year 
National Socio Economic Development Plan. This document summarises the government 
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and Party's general vision for national development as well as noting problems to be solved 
and approaches to be taken in each sector. In addition to the generalised vision provided in 
the National Plan, the ministry responsible for each sector issues its own Five-year (and 
sometimes ten- and twenty-year) Development Plan, which details more specific 
programmes of action. The Sixth Five-year National Socio Economic Development Plan, the 
Sixth Five-year Education Development Plan, and the Education Strategic Vision 2020 are 
considered in the discussion below. 
Also considered is the Education Law (2000, 2002), likewise issued by the Ministry of 
Education. This document is the one cited by Ministry officials as their working guide and is 
understood by Ministry staff to override all other policies and plans issued within or outside 
the Ministry. 
Finally, the discussion below includes reference to the Education For All National Plan of 
Action 2003-2015, which was produced jointly by Ministry of Education staff and foreign 
advisors. 
lt will become apparent in the discussion below that while discourses articulated by the 
current government of Laos demonstrate continuity with the radical discourses produced by 
its parent organisation, the Pathet Lao, they also resonate on a deeper level with ideologies 
of ethnic Lao centrality and dominance which have been present in the Lao territory for 
many centuries. The representation of contemporary discourses simply as continuations of 
past ones is perhaps dangerous: Pholsena (2006: 11) criticises such 'perennialist' views of 
history, which she claims cast events as significant as the Lao revolution as mere 
'accidental' interruptions to a perceived historical continuity. However, just as a strongly 
perenial list position ignores the radical differences and disjunctures between past and 
present, a strongly anti-pcrcniallist position ignores striking and undeniable continuities over 
time. This chapter aims to avoid both extremes. 
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4.3 Policy discourses 
Policy and planning documents issued from shortly after the revolution to the present 
demonstrate both continuities and discontinuities with the discourses articulated in the 
policies of previous regimes and of the pre-1975 Communist leadership. These similarities 
and differences arc fUJther highlighted in the readings of these documents by education 
officials and in those officials other comments on ethnicity, language and education in the 
Lao state. Several key discourses articulated in the policy documents and in interviews with 
their producers and consumers arc discussed below. 
4.3.1 Selective diversity 
As was mentioned above, the Communist leadership of Laos has pursued a policy of 
publicly promoting interethnic solidarity <lnd equality. Unlike the policies of previous 
regimes, this policy actively includes minority peoples in official representations of the state. 
Since l 975, policies have emphasized the need to increase the numbers of ethnic minority 
Party cadres and government officers, particularly at the local level (c.f. Political Bureau of 
the Party Central Committee 1992), and high profile members of minority groups have been 
included in the new Party and government apparatus in Vientiane. 
Health and education services have been expanded across the country to include the mainly 
ethnic minority highland areas: the total number of schools is reported to have increased 
dramatically immediately after the revolution and the education system to have penetrated 
remote areas previously ignored (c.f. Chagnon and Rumpf 1982; Bouasivilh ct al. 1996), 
although this says nothing about the quality of education being provided in those 
institu lions. 
A visual imagery of the Lao nation was created to include not only lhc four components of 
Lao socialist society: officials, soldiers, workers and farmers, but the three ethnic 
classifications: lowland, upland, and highland Lao. This imagery has been extended to what 
were predominantly ethnic Lao contexts pre-revolution, thus the Lao New Year parade, 
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which traditionally included the king, his entourage, and a small ethnic Kmhmu component, 
in its more recent revival includes representatives of all three of the official ethnic 
classifications singing and dancing in a happy display of multicthnicity (111.inus the king, of 
comse). 
Specifically with regard to education, the newly founded Communist regime focused on 
drawing ethnic minorities into the national system not only by increasing the number of 
schools in minority areas, but by calling for bilingual education for the two largest non-Lao 
ethnic groups: the Hmong and the Kmhmu (c.f. Political Bureau of the Pruty Central 
Committee 1981 ). Sporadic bilingual education programs had been undertaken among the 
Hmong from before the Communist victory, but had met with varied success. The new 
regime's official calls to consolidate and systematize the approach seem to indicate a 
conunitment to fostering interethnic equality in terms of educational access and thus social 
mobility. 
The discourses articulated in the Lao PDR's laws and policy documents demonstrate a 
commitment to creating the image of a nation founded on interethnic solidal'ity. The 
preamble to the Lao Constitution begins with the statement that: 
For thousands of years, the multi-ethnic Lao people [pasason Lao banda phao] 
lived and growed [sic] on this beloved land. More than six centmies ago, 
during the time of Chao Fa Ngum, our ancestors founded the unifie!l 
[ekophop] Lane Xang country [pathe~ and built it into a prosperous and 
glorious land. (People's Supreme Assembly 1996: no page number; official 
translation) 
This wording implies equality among etlinic groups. as opposed to ethnic Lao centralily in 
the State, by explicitly including all ethnic groups when referring to the Lao populace. It 
also emphasizes that interethnic equality by prioritising its position in the text: the 
' rnultiethnic Lao people' is p laced at the beginning of the document, the begim1ing of the 
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preamble, and also towards the beginning of the sentence, following only a sentence 
adverbial. 
At the same time, this initial orientation to the Constitution is creating a shared ancient 
history among ethnic groups in Laos. It is this situating in time which is the thematic 
element of the sentence and which lends validity to the concept of' the multi ethnic Lao 
people' by positing its historicity. The shared ancient history evoked in the text is in fact 
contradicted by evidence or the fairly recent migration of the ethnic Lao into the area some 
time in the first milleru1ium C.E. (Evans 2002: 2) and the very recent migration of the 
Hmong-Mien and Tibeto-Burman peoples in the nineteenth century. In this preamble, the 
producers of the text are creating a new vision of Lao history which is characterised by long 
standing solidarity and equality among ethnic groups. 
Furthermore, this solidarity and equality is set within the context of the 'country' pathef', 
rather than the 'kingdom' anachakof Lane Xang. Thus a historical precedent for egalitarian 
interethnic relations within the context of a nation state is created: one with which 
contemporary citizens can identify. In addition to this, the 'unified' 'country' of Lane Xang 
was created by 'our ancestors' ban pha bulut khong h1w. This pronoun 'our' can only be 
linked anaphorically with the noun group 'the multiethnic Lao people'. Thus rather than 
having been built by the ethnic Lao (as it in fact was), the 'country' of Lane Xang was 
created by an imagined group of ethnically diverse but unified ancestors. 
Michael Bilig, drawing on Ranger and Hobsbawm, observes such processes of invenlion: 
'during the heyday of nation-making in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries many 
seemingly ancient traditions were invented ' (Bilig, 1995: 25). He notes that ' through the 
invention of traditions, national identities were being created as if they were 'nahLral', even 
21 Pathet is the word used to refer officially to the Lao nation today (pathet Lao) and to other 
nation states, e.g. pathet ostali for Australia. It is translated as 'country, state' in Kerr's Lao-
Engllsh Dictionary (Bangkok, White Lotus, 1972). 
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' 
eternal, features of human existence' (Bilig, I 995: 26). In the case of the Lao Constitution, a 
particular tradition is not being created but the identity of the Lao populace as multiethnic 
ceitain\y is, and its history reaching back uncountable thousands of years establishes that 
identity if not as eternal, tben as natural by virtue of its antiquity. Like Bilig, Grillo (J 998) 
discusses the tendency for nation states to create and recreate their own histories. He quotes 
Chapman, McDonald, and Tonkin: 
The capacity of a successful self-defining entity like a nation to define and 
create its relevant history, both as it happens and in retrospect, has the 
corollary that minority, sub-national entities within it simply cannot compete 
on the same scale. They are, in important senses, history-less and event-less 
by comparison' ( 1989, cited in Grillo, J 998: 24). 
Although Chapman, McDonald and Tonkin 's point about the creation of national hi stories is 
relevant to the Lao case, here minority peoples are not being deprived of their right to an 
official history, but are being endowed with a history which is not their own. 
This new multiethnic past requires its 'characteristic amnesia', as Anderson calls it (1983: 
204). That is, it requires Lao people of all ethnicities to forget their ancient and recent 
histories of intcrethnic violence (Mon-Khmer and Hmong uprisings, large-scale Hmong 
support for the Americans during the war), or their relatively recent arrival on Lao tc11'itory 
often fleeing situations of hardship in their homelands (Hmong-Mien and Tibeto-Burman 
peoples), and to replace these with the memory of ancient interethnic solidarity. Whether 
minority peoples in fact do that will be seen in the following chapters. 
Consistent with this discom-se of ancient interethnic solidarity is the metaphor of kinship 
which is found throughout the Lao PDR's policy documents. Examples can be found in the 
198 I 'Resolution of the Party Central Committee Concerning Ethnic Affairs, in Particular 
the Hmong' (hereafter referred to as the J 981 Minorities Policy) and the 1992 'Resolution 
of the Party Central Committee Concerning Ethnic Affairs in the New Era' (hereafter the 
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1992 Minorities Policy), which both refer to the 'great national family' kh~:p klwa nyai 
he:ng sa:t, and the 'Lao brothers22 of the various ethnic groups' pm: n~:ng Ja:o phao ta:11g 
ta:ng. Such imagery is widely recognized as typical within discourses of the nation state. 
Bilig, citing Johnson (J 987) and Yuval-Davis (1993), writes that: 
lA people's] integrity is frequently conveyed by the metaphors of kinship and 
gender: the nation is the 'family' living in the 'motherland' or 'fatherland' 
(1995: 71). 
Phillips observes the same process in the Tongan case: 
characteristics of the nuclear family as it is experienced by present-day 
commo11ers arc projected to the societywide level of both the nation of today 
and the imagined traditional polity of the past (2000: 236). 
The same can be said of Communist Laos. 
The equal status of minority peoples in the national brotherhood appears to be further 
emphasized by the Party's frequent references to the minorities' 'good and beautiful 
cullure(s)' vatthB11atham a.n di: nga:m. In the Constitution, we find: 
All ethnic groups have the right to protect, preserve and promote their fine 
custQlm...anclc.ultJ.~[ vatthtm<1tham an di: nga:rn] as well as those of the nation 
(p.3; official translation), 
in the 1992 Minorities Policy: 
our future direction is ... to expand the go_o_d and beautiful heritage [mu:11 si:a 
an di: nga:m] and the capacity of the various ethnic groups ... (p.9; own 
translation) 
22 The word-pair 'phi: n:>:ng' has the meaning 'relatives' in common usage. However, it is 
derived from words for 'older sibling' and 'younger sibling' and in formal usage can have the 
connotation of brother- or sisterhood. 
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( 
and in the Education Law: 
The Education Law determines principles, regulations and measures about the 
education operations for building up good citizens who ... cherish .the 
n:markablc national culture anclcllfilIDn [ vatthlJJJothom paphc:ni: an di: ngo:m 
thi pen e:kalak kiJ:xng sa:(J (p. l ; official translation). 
Yet parallel with this discourse of interethnic equality in government policies and initiatives, 
we find another discourse practice entirely. Despite initial moves to include high profi le 
members of minority groups in the administration, the government of the Lao PDR remains 
predominantly ethnic Lao (Evans 2002: 212). Visual representations of multiethnicity are 
pervasive, but so is the etlmic Lao centrality underlying them: local billboards portray ethnic 
minority populations in their characteristic costwnes, but always gathered around a central 
ethnic Lao figure - even in districts with no ethnic Lao communities such as Bounneua 
District in Phongsaly province (see figure below). 
Figure 6: Billboard in BoulllJeua Dlstric~ reading 'Let the solldarity between the various ethnic 
groups be strong '. The figure in red in the centre of the picture is ethnic Lao. 
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Similarly, ethnic minority representatives sing and dance on government sponsored stages, 
but join in a final ethnic Lao lamvong, or circle dance, to consolidate their part in the Lao 
national culture. With regard to etlmic spectacles in present day Laos, Pholsena (2006: 49) 
cites Gladney's analysis, whereby minorities are objectified as exotic in order to 
homogenize the undefined majority. Jn this analysis, pi1blic exhibitions of multiethnicity 
act11ally achieve the opposite of interethnic equality. 
With reference to education, despite initial calls for bilingual programs, these were never 
systematically implemented and by the release of the 2000 Education Law, Lao language 
and Lao script were 'the official language and script for the learning and teaching in all 
schools and education institutions' (MoE 2000: 7). 
If we look to the policy texts, we find an articulation of ethnic Lao centrality and power 
consistent with the above. In a Party document titled 'The Development of Human 
Resources in Ethnic Minority Areas', circulated together with the J 996 re-issue of the 1992 
Minorities Act, we find the following: 
(We must) increase maintenance and expand th.e_gQ.Qd_an.dJlemitiful cultural 
~~[mu:n sia vatthllllatha111 hi:t .kh:Jng paphc:ni a.n di: nga:m] which is 
the hallmark of the various ethnic groups. In addition to this, (we) should 
criticize and consider the i;.est~t.ed [ny:J: th:J:], d~ [tho: iangl and 
incorrect [pbit khe:o] (things), the customs which restrict~ r kot 
nguang khuam ka:o na:] (LFNC 1996: 16; own translation). 
Here, the cultures and customs which are valued positively in the Constit11tion, the 1992 
Minorities Policy and the Education Law are contrasted with their negative counterparts, all 
the undesirable aspects of minority cultures. Thus His not ' minority cultures and customs, 
which are good and beautiful' with a non-defining (non-restrictive) relative clause that are 
being valued in the texts. Rather, it is 'the minority cultures and customs which are good 
and beautiful' - with a de.flmi1g(restrictive) relative clause - and not the cultures and 
99 
customs which are restricted, distorted, incorrect and backward. That is, the text producers 
do not value all minority cultures and customs, which happen to be good and beautiful, but 
only the cuUures and cnstoms which they deem to be good and beautiful and not the rest. 
The same distinction is made in the 1992 Minorities Policy itself, which states that: 
The cultural and social life of our ethnic minority brothers and sisters is still 
in a state of decay ... Many backward tracljtions [hi:t kh:u1g la: Jang] still 
constrict the livelihood models of our ethnic minority brothers and sisters 
(p.3; own translation). 
These negative valuatJons of (selected) minority cu ltures and customs are only possible in 
the text because of an invisible process of judgment. The text gives us no explicit indication 
of who the judge of value is, nor does it de! ineate the criteria by which judgments are made. 
We can, however, assume that the invisible judge is the voice of the text itself: the Party 
apparatus, supreme national authority, and stronghold of ethnic Lao cadres. The criteria are 
those invisible standards of the cultural majority to which most of this authority's members 
belong, and the 'progressive' Communist model of livelihood which then becomes 
associated with lowland Lao cultural, social and economic practices in the government 
discourse23• 
The role of the Party and government (being for the rnost part constit~utcd by ethnic Lao) as 
judge of a culture's or custom's value - its place a long a scale of progressiveness and 
therefore worth - is reproduced in the spoken texts of Ministry of Education (MoE) 
officials. Below is an example from an jntcrview with an official: 
23 
'Progress' khua:m ka:o na: and 'civilization' khua:m chafe.en are thus frequently linked in 
official texts with agricultural practices such as paddy farming, and geo-social ones like 
lowland habitation. 
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Of course backward thinis Lsi11g thi: la: Jang] have to die out, but we, the Lao 
government, support cultures and customs which are progressive [ vatth811atha.m hi:t 
kh:i:ng paphe:ni thi: ka:o na:]. 
This idea of ' backward ' and 'progressive' customs would be no threat to the credibility of a 
discourse of interethnic equality if it were applied to all cultures in the Lao context equally. 
But when we consider which cultures and customs are supported by the government and 
which left to perish, or actively discouraged, we see that there is a strong correlation 
between 'minority' and 'backward', and 'majority' and 'progressive' . Thus not only is the 
primary livelihood model of ethnic minorities, swidden agriculture, forcefully opposed in 
government policy and praetice24 , but markers of non-Lao ethnicity in other domains are 
likewise discouraged in favour of Lao substitutes. 
Pholsena (2006: 57) mentions the appearance of Lao style housing in propaganda brochures 
targeting ethnic minorities and the inclusion of the ethnic Lao greeting, the va:i, in school 
curricula. Similarly, Evans notes that the spirit worship practiced by many minorities is 
labelled superstition by Lao ethnographers, while similar religious practices which have 
been incorporated into Lao Buddhism arc 'considered to be hallowed tradition' (1999a: 82). 
Some other examples include the depiction of a Buddhist monument (That Luang) in the 
national insignia; the enforcement of ethnic Lao dress as the official uniform at all levels of 
education as well as in the armed forces and government offices and enterprises; and the 
imposition of ethnic Lao dance forms in tbe government sponsored spectacles mentioned 
above. It seems, then, that the government supports and promotes not the actual cultural and 
24 The policy of eradication of swldden, or 'slash and burn' agriculture was introduced in the 
1981 Party document Resolution of the Political Bureau Concerning the Affairs of Various 
Minorities, Especially the Hmong Minority and was again specified as a major objective in the 
government's Second Five Year Plan {ILO (2000) Policy Study on Ethnic Minority Issues In 
Rural Development. Geneva, International Labour Office.). It has been reiterated in policy 
documents since that time and implemented with vigour by local authorities on the ground, 
though with limited success. 
101 
linguistic diversity of the Lao state, but only the aspects of that diversity which it judges to 
be 'developed' aud therefore good; that is, a 'selective diversity' . 
4.3.2 Lao as the language and culture of development 
The judgment of cultural and linguistic practices along a scale of development also occurs in 
other Communist countries in the region. State-sponsored ethnographers in immediately 
post-war Vietnam, according to Evans, 
subscribed to a basically nineteenth-century Marxist evolutionary view of 
social structures which allowed them to align themselves with the 
evolutionary views of the state which was marching towards its endpoint, 
communism. This allowed these ethnographers, with a sense of rectitude, to 
define some social, economic, or cultural practices as "backward," or as 
"superstitious," and therefore reasonably (from the point of view of the state) 
suppressed (1999a: 166). 
With regard to China, Harrell (1993) identifies the historical ' project of the Civilizing 
Center', whereby 
The Han civilization ... saw its mission as one of civilizing the entire rest of 
the world in time, but more immediately as one of civilizing the peoples 
within its political and potentially within its cultmal sway ( 1993: 98). 
Harrell claims that this project is no longer officially sanctioned in China, having been 
replaced by the new project of creating a 'multinational' (i.e. multietlrnic) state. However, 
he notes that the old project is still implemented in interethnic interactions, and that where 
policy conflicts (or policy-practice conflicts) arise, they are generally attributable to 
contradictions between the old policy and the new (Harrell, 1993: 98). The difference 
between contemporary China as opposed to Vietnam and Laos then might be a matter of the 
explicitness of the discourse of cultural development rather than the extent of its 
reproduction. The similarity among the three countries in terms of djscourses on ethnicity 
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and development has been noted by Evans, who writes that ethnographers in China, 
Vietnam and Laos all saw ethnography as 'subordinate to the developmental interests of the 
state and nationalism' and 'all shared an evolutionist paradigm'(l999a: 162-163). This 
analysis of state-sanctioned ethnography with regard to Laos is corroborated by Pholsena 
(2002), who describes official Lao criteria for ethnic grouping as 'criteria of backwardness' 
(Pholsena, 2002: 184). 
Of course the characterisation of particular ethnic groups and, by extension, their languages 
as further up than others in the evolutionary hierarchy is not particular to Communist 
regimes. In fact, this view has been common throughout European history and motivated 
(albeit among other factors) the monolingual language policies of European powers such as 
France, for example. Even where some cultures and are not claimed to be inherently more 
sophisticated or developed than others, they (or emulations of them) are frequently posited 
as essential to social development in the (post)modern world due to political and economic 
circumstances. Pennycook (1994,, 1998) discusses this issue with reference to the status of 
English internationally as the language of development, while 0U1ers have identified 
language-and-development discourses in particular national contexts (e.g. Blornmaert, 1994 
re Tru1zania, Lin, 1996 re Hong Kong) and more generally (e.g. Skutnabb-Kan.gas and 
Phillipson, 1994, Ricento, 2000). 
In the Lao case, as was demonstrated above, Lao language and culture are represented by 
the state as inherently more developed than minority cultures and languages. This 'majority' 
language and culture is also seen as the means to the fLUther social and economic 
development of the country, and the primary vehicle for transmitting this language/culture-
for-development is institutionalised education. Policies from the Pathet Lao period to the 
present illustrate the relationship between education, language and development in the post-
1975 Lao state. 
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The 1992 Minorities Policy lists as a key goal under its 'directions for future work 
[concerning) ethnic groups': 
Focus on expanding education, culture, public health and other social welfare 
works; build a new countryside in the mountainous regions (p.14; own 
translation). 
Herc, 'culture' is included as a social welfare concern, the development of which will 
contribute to the building of a 'new' (i.e. 'more developed') cow1tryside. The text calls for 
the 'promotion' and 'expansion' of the 'arts, literature and culture' which are the 'heritage' 
of the various ethnic groups, in order to 'contribute to and increase the richness of our 
national Lao culture' (p.15; own translation). However, in the sentence immediately 
following this, the text states that 
[we) must make efforts to train the people of the various ethnic groups to 
reduce and move towards eradicating backwards customs which have an 
effect on production, livelihoods and solidarity within and between ethnic 
groups (p.15; own translation). 
There is thus another ethnic minority 'heritage' which is negatively valued by the state and 
seen as an impediment to development, although we are not told explicitly what that 
particular heritage includes. 
This same section of the text includes education among the social welfare projects necessary 
for the construction of a new, more developed countryside. In particular, it emphasises the 
need to reduce illiteracy and increase school enrolment, both of which are relatively 
standard development goals in any national context. However, it is s ignificant that education 
is included in the policy section here which also deals with 'culture': the two are thus linked 
in the state's project of social development of minority peoples. It seems reasonable to 
conclude from this linkage that education has the same intended outcome as the cultural 
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development described in the text; that is, the eradication of backwardness. Harrell argues 
that in present-day China, the old means to changing a minority person's status from 
barbaric to civilized - an education in the classics of ancient literature and philosophy in the 
Han language - have simply been replaced by new ones - 'the acquisition of a modern 
education ' ( 1993: 99). Although historically education was not available as a means of 
'civilization' in the Lao context, it is presented as one in contemporary policy documents. 
Unlike most other policy and planning documents2$ in the Lao PDR, the text discussed 
above also calls for the use of minority languages and their (Lao script) orthographies in 
education. This could be seen to contradi ct the notion of an official discourse linking the 
Lao language to social development. However, the same section of the text also stresses the 
need for the teaching of spoken and written Lao language alongside the use of minority 
languages in the classroom. Furthermore, these call s for the use of minority languages in 
education (calls which, significantly, were never met) can be seen not as a valuing of 
minority languages in themselves, but as a recognition of the value of minority languages as 
a means to achieving Lao language proficiency. This is the view presented by Ministry of 
Education officials when speaking about the oral use of minority languages in the 
classroom. ln a discussion about the ways in which the Ministry is addressing the language 
needs of minority children, a high-ranking offi cial explained that one strategy is to employ 
ethnic minority teachers where possible. He said: 
' We [at the Ministry of Education] just think that if they're minority teachers 
and they use that technique [of speaking minority languages] it' ll help [the 
students] understand Lao better. It's like J said, they use it [the minority 
language] for explaining or so they can compare something in the minority 
language to this language [Lao]. 
25 This Is with the exception of the 61h Five Year National Socio Economic Development Plan, 
issued by the Prime Minister's Office. 
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Another official compared the use of minority languages in the classroom to the use of Lao 
when learning English: a momentary concession to the end goal of target language fluency. 
The argument thus far in this section has suggested that in the Lao policy context, minority 
peoples are further down than the ethnic Lao in the evolutionary hierarchy of cultures. Their 
backward practices must be eradicated through ' training'26 and education. This can be done 
in minority languages if necessary, but with Lao language proficiency as an end goal. This 
process will conb'ibi1te to the overall social and economic development of minority peoples 
and hence of the state. This analysis assumes a highly politicised role for education as 
integral to the Lao state's Socialist project, and indeed this political aspect is overtly 
recognized in the Lao poli cy texts. From the Pathet Lao period until the present, education 
policies have prioritised the political role of institutionalised education in the creation, 
maintenance, and development of the socialist state. 
As noted in section 4.2.4 above, the Policy of the Lao People's Revolutionary Party on 
Education, issued in 1974, states that the first principle guiding the new education system 
must be 'nationalism' (Bouasivith et al., 1996: 108). Similarly, the 2002 (2000) Education 
Law lists as number one under its 'Right and function of school and educational institution ': 
Firmly assimilate the lP)ar ty and government's educational attitl1dc, pay 
attention to the improvement of [the] political system of the school, in 
particular the Youth Revolutionary Pcoplc('s] Union and December 2 
Pioneer[s], and apply the government's laws and the MOE's regulations 
(Mi nistry of Education 2002: 5; official translation). 
This is consistent with the Law's statement in Article 2 that: 
26 ka:n fik op hom This is another word for t he political indoctrination sessions which are stil l 
held in Lao government offices. 
106 
Education is a learning and training process about politic[s], thinking, 
moral[s], intelligence, arts, physical and labor [sic) instruction ... (ibid: l; 
official translation; emphasis added). 
The same priorities are reflected in the Education Strategic Vision 2020, which states under 
its 'General Goals' the aim to: 
Build Lao people to be good citizens, to have nationalistic sentiments [mi nam 
chai hak sa:~ , to have socialist ideology [mi udom ka:n so11gkbom 
ninyom] ... (Ministry of Education 2000: 16) 
This document then goes on to list the goals of creating people with 'a scientific 
worldliness' 'knowledge' and 'ability', among various other traits. The text explains that the 
development of Lao education in the following years must focus on two aspects: .firstly 
'building [students] in the areas of politics, ideology, the Socialist attitude, awareness of the 
law, and a sense of discipline' and secondly, 'training [students] to be good at specific 
subjects' (ibid: 17). Education thus forms pa1t of the government's project of fostering 
political, economic and cultural (including linguistic) development towards the pinnacle of 
social evolution: the (ethnically Lao flavoured) Communist state. 
Comments from trainers at a provincial teacher training Institution support this 
interpretation. At a college performance of ethnic Lao style dance given by a cohort of 
ethnic minority teacher trainees, a highly ranked trainer expressed how proud he was to see 
bow far the students had come: from wearing cloths on their heads (a marker of non-Lao 
ethnicity) to this! Another trainer commented after a workshop presentation by an ethnic 
minority trainee how nice it was to hear him 'speaking like us now'; that is, with one of the 
lowland Lao accents. The student was in fact a Tai Daeng boy and thus lowland Lao 
himself, but to the trainer he was an ethnic minority trainee whose speech had been 
improved through exposure and assimilation to lowland Lao norms of pronunciation. 
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As some of the above quotations indicate, the state's development project as implemented 
through the education system is not only social but moral. In fact the distinction between the 
two is not generally made in the Lao policy context. The role of Lao ethnography is: 
making the life of the ethnic groups flourish, to create a life which is 
civilized, and to progress slowly towards doing away with customs which are 
backward (Pruiy Central Propaganda Committee 1997, cited in Evans, J 999a: 
182), 
Similarly, one of the primary roles of the education system is to produce individuals who 
are morally developed, or 'civilized' on a personal level, and unsurprisingly the model for 
the development of this personal mora!Jty is an ethnic Lao one. The Education For All 
National Plan of Action lists as the second point under its summary of goals stated in 
national education development plans: 
Well rounded teaching and learning to promote desirable behaviours and 
attitudes in the moral, intellectual, artistic, physical and labour dimensions 
(Ministry of Education, 2005: 37; official translation; emphasis added). 
Indeed, the school curriculum includes explicit teaching of these behaviours, such as the Lao 
'vai' (traditional greeting) mentioned in section 4.3.1 above, and school regulations at 
secondary and tertiary levels in particular enforce ethnic Lao morality on students. For 
example, reg11lations at provincial teacher training schools and col leges prohibit sexual 
relations between unmarried students, although those students are legally adults. These 
regulations cause conflict when ethnic minority students act according to their own 
culturally prescribed morality rather than the accepted (ethnic Lao) morality of the 
institution and engage in sexual relations with their partners. 
Of course the role of education in the civilizing missions of especially colonial but also 
post-colonial and other multiethnic states is widely recognized. To exemplify, Grillo 
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reproduces comments made by the first Governor-General of French West Africa, Jean 
Baptiste Chaudi6, in 1897: 
The school is the surest means of action by which a civilizing nation can 
transmit its ideas to people who are still primitive and by which it can raise 
them gradually to its own standards. ln a word, the school is the supreme 
element of progress (in Grillo, 1998: 109). 
The same motivations can be identified in present-day contexts, although they generally 
remain implicit in policy documents and discussions, as has been seen in the Lao case. 
4.3.3 The state as agent 
Within this discourse of Lao as tl1e culture Md language of both social and moral 
development, policy texts cast the State in the role of agent: it acts on minorities to engender 
the ethnic Lao oriented Socialist 'evolution' which is its vision. The texts conversely place 
ethnic minorities in the role of objects and recipients of development. For example, 
throughout the 1981 and 1992 Minorities Policies, ' the Party' or 'we', ' the responsible 
organisation(s)' ong ka:n thi: mi: sit amna:t, and 'the various departments (sectors)' kane:11g 
ka:n ta:ng ta:ng 'fix/repair' pua pe:ng, 'improve' pap pung, 'solve' dot ke:/ke: klu11: and 
'change' pian pe:ngthe ' living conditions' sivit ka:n pc11ju:, 'the problems and needs' 
ba11ha: le khuam hiak h:xng, and 'the economic and cultural inequalities' khutlm Jut to:n kan 
thang dn:n se1Jwldt vartha11atham of/between 'the Lao people of the various ethnic groups' 
pasa:son /a:o phao tB:ng ta:ng, to progress' haj ka:o n,1: and 'to be better' hai di: khin. 
Considering the economic and social upheaval which resulted from the war, an emphasis on 
improving living conditions is perhaps to be expected: there was indeed a great need to 
restore or establish basic social services, especially in ethnic minority areas, and to draw 
minorities previously allied to the enemy into the new state through improved 
communications and education. What is notable, however, is that the texts do not balance 
this discourse of state as agent with references to ethnic minority people as drivers of their 
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own development. Rather, a select group of minority people (e.g. 'group [lineage] leaders', 
'clan heads', 'staff, military and officials of the various ethnic groups') is cast as 
implementers on the ground. They do not repair. improve, solve, or change, but rather 
'expend energy' :i:k he:ng, 'cont1·ibute' pak:i:p su,w, 'work' het viak, and 'dedicate 
themselves to undergoing hardship' mi khuam tat sb1 chai pha:n pha: klwam nyung nya:k. 
Meanwhile, n1inority people in general (e.g. 'the Lao brothers of the va1'ious ethnic groups' 
phi: n:i:ng la:o bands: phao) are cast in the rol.e of local practitioners of cu ltiire and 
recipients of improvement. They 'add to and expand their diligent and industrious heritage, 
and adapt their means of livelihood and backward traditions in order that their living 
conditions change and are gradually improved" sre:m Jdmnya:i mu:n si:a du ma11 kha nyan 
pbia11, dat pe:ng bq; vit/Ji: t/JB111 ma: ha: kin pha la hi:t kh:i:JJg ,w la: Jang het hai sivit ka:n 
pen ju: mi: ka:11 han pi;an le dai hap ka:n pap pung /Jal kh:i:i k/JJ:i di: k/Jin. Here minority 
people are not the subjects and agents of change and improvement, but arc merely 
'adapting' (presumably under the direction of the Party and a select group of authorities). 
Changes and improvements are then ' received' (dBJ' hap ka:n pap pung lit. 'did receive 
improvement') as a result of this (guided) adaptation. 
The role of the state as agent in ethnic minority affairs is likewise illustrated in state-
sponsored public representations of multiethnicity in Laos. As discussed above, diversity in 
the Lao context is a selective diversity: only those elements deemed worthy by the state are 
chosen for display in official contexts. That is, displays of minority culture are something 
which is encouraged and supported by the state within its own parameters of acceptable 
practice. 
Thus etlmic minority people (or ethnic Lao people dressed up as ethnic mjnorities) are 
encouraged to share their colourful costumes, songs and dances in officially sponsored 
festivities such as the National Day parade or on the public stage at the That Luang festival 
(a Lao Buddhist festival). However, they are not invited for example to share poetry or 
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drama in their own languages. Furthermore, the artistic displays which are permitted 
generally involve a modified, sanitised and glamorised version of the original form: men's 
buttocks and women's breasts are covered, and costumes are spruced and sequinned. When 
the National School of Dance performs ' minority' dances, these often consist of abstracted 
representations of the traditions considered emblematic of the particular ethnic group, but 
bear no resemblance to that group's actual artistic expressions. Thus 'Hmong' women carry 
umbrellas ai1d stitch cloths to musical accompaniment rather than performing traditional 
Hmong songs and dances. 
Such selective and modi fled representations of ethnic diversity bave been referred to by 
Grillo ( 1998: 200) as 'the ritualization of ethnicity'. He writes that: 
Institutionally engendered or legitimated multiculturalism, managed 
multiculturalism, takes strong or weak forms. Sometimes it is mere 
tokenism ... This tokenism highlights a simple range of what are believed to 
be appropriate visual cues of typical (and generally harmless) diversity ... 
Cultural diversity thus becomes a stereotyped symbolic dance for a 
ceremonial occasion: ritual ethnicity in every sense (ibid.). 
Comments by a Ministry of Education of11cial reinforce the analysis that the public display 
of multiethnicity in Laos is controlled by the state to include only those elements considered 
attractive and harmless. He says: 
Every year we support every province to organize ethnic minority artists to 
come and perform. That's not an issue. It would only be if, for example -
sorry but if there were a group that traditionally take their clothes off when 
they're dancing. That would be something which isn't nice [b:J: chop b::x 
J1ga.-m]. Whoever was watching that would say it was bad [sua]. 
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4.3.4 'The big ones swallow the small ones': the naturalisation of cultural and 
linguistic domination 
The comment from a Ministry of Education official cited in section 4.3.1 above that 
Of course backward things [sing thi: la: //mg] have to die out, but we, the Lao 
government, support cultures and customs which are progressive 
[ vatthanatham hi:t kll:J.'ng paphe:ni: thi: ka:o na:] 
illustrates not only a discomse of selective diversity where the state is acting as the judge of 
value, but another official discow·se on ethnicity in Laos: the discourse of the naturalisation 
of ethnic domination. While the official's comment recognizes the government's active 
support of selected cu ltures and cultural practices, the 'death' of undesirable cultures and 
practices is represented as a natural phenomenon independent of government action. The 
sa111e view is expressed by another official with reference to minority languages: 
In reality, it's that the big languages swallow up the small ones and they die 
off. [Tua ching, thi: va: pha:sa: nyai kre:n kin pha:sa: n:J:i ta:i 11ai tua] 
Here it's 'the big languages' which are cast as subjects and agents in the sentence, and 
which act on 'the small ones', free from any human lnfluence. What is in reality the very 
hw11an and pw·poseful process of selective support or oppression is represented as a process 
of nature. Thus when minority cultures and languages suffer as the result of government 
policies such as forced re location or the prohibition of official bilingual education, it is 
represented as an inevitable natural process and one for which the government cannot be 
held responsible. 
Such a representation of culturally constructed discourses as the natural order is a classic 
example of what Foucault (1980) cal Is 'regimes of truth ' in which an imposed ideology is 
represented as common sense. According to Foucault, this process of normalization results 
in oppressed groups' acceptance of the delegitimising discourse as truth rather than as the 
colonizing process which it in fact is (Egbo, 2004: 246). Similarly, Bourdieu (1977a) posits 
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his theory of symbolic domination, whereby the imposed symbolic order (e.g. Lao 
dominance) is made to seem natural and thus accepted and reproduced by the dominated 
group. 
Whether or not that is the case here - that is, whether or not teachers in ethnic minority 
classrooms reproduce the discourse of the naturalisation of Lao cultural and linguistic 
domination, thereby acquiescing to this particular 'regime of truth' -will be seen in the 
following chapters. For now, however, we are !en with one certainty: the ideology of 
inlerethnic equality promoted by the Lao stale sits Lmcomforlably next to the discourse of 
the naturalisation of cultural and linguistic domination, where differential support of ethnic 
groups and their languages is justified by natural inequalities. 
4.3.5 Diversity as a problem 
The discourse of linguistic and culturnJ domination represents ethnic (and hence linguistic) 
diversity within the nation's borders as an untenable state of affairs. Within the Lao policy 
context, not only is diversity unsustainable in the natmal order of things, destined to 
eventually die out, but it is an immediate problem with practical negative effects which must 
be solved through the subjugation of minority languages (and identities) to the national one. 
Comments like the following illustrate the view that diversity in Laos is excessive and thus 
a hindrance, in this case to the nationwide establishment of bilingual education: 
Extract 1: 
We have many ethnic groups. We have forty-nine ethnic groups. If we were 
to n·y to create forty-nine [written] languages, l think that'd be impossible. I 
don' t think there are any other countries like this. Most of them probably use 
one particular language as the standard. 
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Extract 2: 
Maybe [the authorities] could consider [bilingual educatio11]. We'd have to do 
research to see the outcomes. But if we were to do it for every single ethnic 
group, I think it'd be very difficult to make it happen. There are too many. 
Cn fact, excessive diversity is often cited as a reason for resistance to official bilingual 
education, even by officials who have visited or read about similarly diverse countries with 
bilingual education programmes in place. Within the discourse of diversity as problem, this 
excessive diversity must be controlled by rendering ethnic paiticularity secondary to the 
unity of the populace in their shared identity as 'Lao' (which is conveniently a label for both 
ethnicity and citizenship). Another official explains that teachers can do whatever they need 
to in order to help children understand the content, but this cannot be specified in the policy 
as there are 'too many languages and it's too difficult'. Rather, ' there must be only one 
standard [Ink ka:n]'. 
Comments such as the above contradict official propaganda such as policy documents and 
public spectacles which celebrate Laos as a multiethnic state. Yet the idea that diversity can 
be 'excessive' and that it is more natural and more manageable for nation states to have only 
one official language is neither new nor unique. On the contrary, the idea manifested in one 
nation-one language ideologies historically promoted in Europe and was exported from there 
to other parts of the world through colonisation and the spread of the modern nation state, in 
addition to being maintained in European and other western countries. Heller (1999: 8) 
suggests that the association of nationalism with monolingualism in Europe may have begun 
with the effects of botb the French Revolution and German .Romanticism, while Blommaert 
and Verscheuren ( 1991: 522) draw attention to the nineteenth century idea of the nation 
state as ' a linguistically and culturally homogenous population, or "nation'' living within the 
confines of an autonomous and sovereign political unit or "state", These same authors 
identify the present day discourse of what they call 'homogeneism': that is, 'a view of 
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society in which differences are seen as dangerous and centrifugal and in which the "best" 
society is suggested to be one without intergroup differences' (Blommaert and Verscheuren, 
1998: 194-195). 
Others discuss a similar discourse not in relation to the formation of nation states, but to the 
development of public policy. Ricento writes that 'a widely held view among Western[ized] 
sociolinguists in [the 1960s and J 970s] was that linguistic diversity presented an obstacle to 
national development, while linguistic homogeneity was associated with modernization and 
Westernization ' (2000: 198), while Ruiz (1984) describes the negative valuation of linguistic 
difference in contemporary national policymaking as ' language as problem', compared to 
' language as right' or ' language as resource '. 
Such attention in the literature to the discomse of diversity as a problem indicates that it is a 
prevalent one internationally. The Lao case then ls not a rare one. What is seemingly 
complex, however, is the tension in Lao policy making between this ' homogeneism', on the 
one hand and the celebrations of multiethnicity openly articulated by the state. It is to this 
apparent contradiction that the next section turns. 
4.3.6 Minority languages as secondary and instrumental 
As Ministry officials construe the Lao language as central to the nation and to education, 
and the presence of other (minority) languages in society in general and the classroom in 
particular as problematic, they tend to minimise the role and significance of minority 
languages in current teaching practice. When asked about the appropriateness of using 
students' mother tongues in teaching, officials commonly referred to the practice as useful in 
' facilitating teaching' or 'aiding Lao language understanding'. No officials suggested that 
the mother tongue is used or should be used as the primary medium of content teaching and 
learning. One typical comment was that the mother tongue was used 'just for some words, 
but not for studying/learning'. Officials also represented the period of time during which the 
mother tongue was necessary as minimal. Conunents included: 
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After first grade, it's fine [saduak saba:1]. 
When they get to second and third grade, they read Lao. 
Suppose you go into grade one in first semester, they [the students] still don 't 
communicate, they don't speak. It takes one semester's time. I've asked lots 
of teachers, I've been to lots of schools. Jn second semester they start to be 
able to write. They're not really good at it, but they can read and recite some 
words ... Jn second year, they know even more words. 
Furthermore, officials generally represent the use of the mother tongue as occurring at the 
level of the word and being primarily for the purposes of one-to-one translation of lexical 
items. Comments expressing this view include the following: 
In practice it [use of the mother tongue] is just for explanation, it's just some 
words. And generally if they understand then that' s it. It's just for some 
lessons and some content. For example, if they don' t know, for example if 
they say a word that's really about nature, right? For example how they 
weave nets, maybe they won't understand, right? So that has to be explained 
in their language, for example. It's just some words. 
Another official says: 
They just translate. Suppose the teacher says 'elephant' and the children don't 
know, the first grade students. If you say 'elephant', 'what's an elephant?', 
'have you ever seen an elephant?', the children don't know what an 'elephant' 
is, right? The teacher just b·anslates into their own language, right? The 
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teacher says ' an elephant is this', she/he translates it. Then the kids say 'oh! '. 
The kids understand. 
Such comments do not account for the use of the mother tongue as anything more than 
secondary and occasional. 
These recognized uses of the mother tongue in teaching are not only minimal in scope and 
purpose, they also involve only the spoken word. This renders them unofficial, or even 
invisible, in the graphocentric Lao context. The Lao bureaucratic system or perhaps even 
Lao culture more generally, shows a strong bias toward the written word. Sometimes even 
the word 'language' pha:sa: is used to mean 'written language', as in the conm1ents below: 
and 
[They use the mother tongue) for speaking, it 's speaking, because they don't 
have a language [ b:).' mi: pba:sa:] 
Some ethnic groups don' t have one. They've never had a language of their 
own [ba: kha::i mi: pha:sa: kh:).'ng ton e:ng] 
while the same word (pba:sa:) is never used to mean only the spoken language. Alongside 
such usages, as anyone who has lived under the highly formalised and centralised Lao 
system knows, any task of an even vaguely official nat11rc must be pre-empted by an official 
form or letter; the embodiment perhaps of our 'signed, sealed and delivered'. 
Similar bias toward the written word has been identified in the Thai context, where the 
government discourages the development of orthographies for minority languages or the 
publication of materials in those languages which already have 01thographies, but turns a 
blind eye to the spoken use of languages other than Thai (Anderson, 1983: 45). 
Such graphocentrism has been identified in Western contexts too: Harris describes what he 
calls the 'scriptisrn' of contemporary linguistics, while Tyler notes the Western 'visualist' 
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emphasis on the primacy of text (Woolard, I 994: 65). Within such a discourse of 
graphocentricity, minority languages in Lao education remain illegitimate in the eyes of the 
state as long as all written classroom work must be done using Lao. 
4.4 Conclusion 
The policy documents and discussions explored above s imultaneously articulate two 
apparently contradictory discourses. The first is a discourse of interethnic solidarity and 
equality, in which Laos is a multiethnic state, founded by and for the various ethnic groups 
presently within its tcn-itory, each with its valuable cultural heritage to offer. The second is a 
djscourse of ethnic Lao centrality, in which elements of minority cultures arc judged as 
backwards or progressive according to ethnic Lao standards, and Lao culture and language 
are posited as inherently more developed, itt addition to being the path to modern day social 
and economic development. The state takes the role of imposing this development on 
minority peoples, yet at the same time casts Lao dominance not only as a desirable solution 
to the chaos of ethnic diversity, but as a nahual and inevitable outcome. The use of minority 
languages in education is recognized, but rendered minimal , unofficial, and secondary to 
Lao. 
lt was noted above that until the Communist revolution, Lao ritual relations with ethnic 
minorities enacted ethnic Lao dominance over the prior (Krnhmu) occupants of the territory, 
minorities were disadvantaged in terms of trade, taxation, and social services, and they were 
largely excluded from public discourse. Such conditions are consistent with the discourses 
implicit in present-day policy discussion. lt thus seems reasonable to suggest that the 
discourse of ethnic Lao centrnlity has persisted from the pre-revolutionary period. 
This is not to propose a strongly perennialist reading in which the radical changes 
implemented by the revolutionary government are ignored. On the contrary, the analysis 
above has highlighted the great contrasts between pre and post-197 5 government 
orientations to ethnic minorities, both in terms of the content and tenor of policy documents 
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and the practical measures implemented on the grom1d. Certainly official state orientations 
to ethnic minorities in the Lao PDR have had an enormous impact on the daily lives of 
minority people and others, producing new discourses through a radically altered system of 
governance, revised educational curricula, the media, and public spectacle to name but a few 
avenues. These new discourses are reproduced to some extent in the speech and actions of 
Lao people outside government offices, as will be seen in the following chapters. To ignore 
these discursive changes would be to overlook Lao people's lived experiences of the 
upheavals of war, revolution, and life under the Communist government. 
However, the fact that official and popular discourses on ethnic minorities wern greatly 
altered after 1975 does not rule out a concurrent thread of continuity with the past. As was 
noted in section 4.3.1, evt:n during the most radical period of government instigated change 
immediately after the revolution, a bias toward ethnic Lao cultural forms was present: for 
example, state propaganda promoted ethnic Lao style houses and implements (Pholsena, 
2006: 57) and preached morality based on traditional ethnic Lao values (Evans, 1995: 4). 
In recent years, the ethnic Lao bias in official representations of the Lao state has become 
even more obvious. This may be due to the greater stability and entrenched legitimacy of the 
state. The approval and support of the minorities is no longer a matter of life and death for 
the government of the Lao PDR: those renegade elements which persist are few in number, 
the majority of the population having been successfully drawn into the national economy 
and society, albeit to varying degrees. Instead, attention appears to have been tumed to the 
creation of a Lao nationalism which creates a place for• Lao culture' on the regional and 
world stage. 
Evans (1999a: 181-182) notes the tension between multietbncity and ethnic Lao bias in state 
discow·ses as a tension between what Smith (1991 , , 1994) calls 'civic' and 'ethnic' 
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nationalism27. The former emphasises shared citizenship of the state regardless of ethnicity, 
while the latter uses a conrn1on ethnicity (often creatively imagined) as the foundation for a 
national consciousness. Evans writes that: 
what we see in the case of nationalism in Laos, Vietnam and China is a 
peculiar combination or both civic and ethnic nationalism. Due both to tactical 
constraints, and the demands of Communist orthodoxy, [the Communists] 
found themselves having to both elaborate and act on a version of civic 
nationalism (expressed as a 'multinational' state), when in reality the 
fundamental motivation of nationalism in these countries was a form of etlmic 
nationalism, a fact which became increasingly apparent after their respective 
victories (Evans, 1999a: 18 1- 182). 
Perhaps the tensions which have been identified above in the policy discourses can be 
understood as the simultaneous articulation of the civic nationalism openly promoted by the 
Communist government (the discourse of interctbnic solidarity and equality) and the ethnic 
nationalism which was current before the revolution and has persisted and been further 
revived to some degree since then (the discourse of ethnic Lao centrality). 
Jn any case, it is not the purpose of this research to determine the reasons for the apparent 
contradiction between ethnic equality and Lao centrality in the policy discow·se. Whether it 
is a matter of persisting historical ideologies of ethnic Lao superiority and centrality despite 
a state rhetoric of interethnic equality is of interest but ultimately without consequences for 
the current research. The issue for us is whether both these discourses are reproduced, 
adapted, or rejected by teachers and students in tJ1e ethnic minority classrooms of Laos, and 
how. The following chapters aim lo answer these questions. 
27 Grillo (GRILLO, R. D. (1998) Pluralism and the Politics of Difference, Oxford, Clarendon 
Press.) discusses the same distinction using the terms 'gesellschaft' (civic nationalism in 
which any like-minded person can participate) and 'gemeinschaft1 (ethnic nationalism, or a 
'community of blood' into which ethnic others are unassimilable). 
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5 Language and ethnicity at the local level: An introduction to 
Nalae 
5.1 Introduction 
For most strangers to the place - Lao and foreign alike - Nalae is a backwater and a dead 
end: a sparsely populated wilderness where the road ends and the only other way out is in a 
rickety longboat open to the elements or on foot through the jungle. In 2005, the year this 
research was carried out, Na lae district had one dirt road linking it to the provincial capital, 
impassable for three months of the year. and no telephone lines or mobile phone access. The 
district centre had no running water except some occasionally functioning gravity systems to 
the small hospital and the main government offices; no fresh food market except for u few 
stalls from four to six o'clock in the morning; and only three hours of electricity a night 
provided by a small dam at the northern end of the town - when it was working. Many of 
the villages in the district had no road access, none had electricity except for the occasional 
house with a small diesel-powered generator, and none had running water. A common 
comment oo Nalae from Lao residents of the provincial capital was that there was 'nothing 
there' (bo: mi: nyang lit. '[it) doesn't have anything'), while rare foreign visitors to Nalae 
were often enchanted with what they saw as a quaint settlement 'lost in time' ' in the middle 
of nowhere'. 
Yet while Nalae has few of the comforts of life wh ich many of us are used to in the 2111 
century, and while discomses of backwardness, remoteness and ahistoricity are popular 
among non-residents, it is in fact a place of great cultural and linguistic diversity and 
interaction, considerable historical significance, and - especially over the past three decades 
- rapid social change. These characteristics and others are described in this chapter, which 
begins with a geographical description of Nalae, then gives an overview of its ethnic 
composition and the historical and contemporary interactions between ethnic groups, before 
describing language use in the community. The chapter finishes with a discussion of 
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theoretical approaches to the analysis and interpretation of such language practices, before 
we move on to this analysis in the following chapters. 
5.Z The geography of Nalae 
Nalae district is situated in the north-western corner of Laos, adjacent to the area known as 
the 'Golden Triangle', where Laos meets Thailand and Burma (Myarunar). The district sits 
about half-way down the Nam Tha river between the town of Luang Nam Tha and the 
border town of Houei Sai (also spelled Huay Xai). 
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Nalae district centre is 73 kilometers from Luang Nam Tha town, the provincial capital, but 
travel there takes more than three hours by car during the dry season (or two and a half for a 
skilled motorbike rider) and about four hours by boat in the rainy season. The 'road' is a dirt 
track which follows the banks of the Nam Tha river and passes through the Nam Ha 
National Biodiversity Conservation Area for much of the way. The landscape in this part of 
Laos is rugged and mountainous: the Nam Ha protected area consists of dense evergreen 
forests and montane woodlands covering mountains which reach up to 2094 metres in 
altitude (www.theboatlanding.com). There is little flat land here, the mountains rising up 
often almost inunediately from the riverbanks. On the mountains surrounding the protected 
area, farmers clear their yearly rice fields. The result is a patchwork landscape of new fields, 
fallow fields, and forest il1 various stages of regrowth, from low scrnb to dense jungle. This 
patchwork is dotted with bamboo huts for farmers to rest in during the sweltering midday 
heat or to stay in during the harvest season. 
Figure 8: Mou11tni11 rice fields in Nnlne after the /Jn1·vest 
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Figure 9: B1idgc between Nn/ne DisfJ'ict Centre and Om village in the dry season 
Figure 10: D1y goods market in Na/ae Disflict Centre 
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Today, there are 83 villages i.n Nalae district, which covers an area of 2 045 square 
kilometers (Evrard, 2006: 101 ). Some of the villages on the northern side of Nalae district 
centre lie between the road, which was completed in 1983, and the river which it follows. 
Others are scattered in the mountains rising up on either side of the river. Some of the 
northern mountain villages have secondary road access from the main road, although these 
' roads' are little more than buffalo tracks and are frequently impassable even on an off-road 
111otorbike. Other northern mountain villages have no road access at all and can only be 
reached on foot, although the District and the German development agency GTZ (Deutsche 
Gesellschaft fur Zusammenarbeit) are currently undertaking road construction projects. 
Frequent flood ing of streams in the northern part of the district exacerbates transport 
problems there and sometimes prohibits access to the northern villages for weeks at a tirne 
even on foot. 
Some of the southern villages are similarly located along the banks of the Nam Tha river, 
although there is no road there to cling to as the road ends a few kilometres south of the 
district centre. Other southern villages are located in the mountains, which are high and 
densely forested in this part of the district. Many of the southern mountain vi II ages, like 
the ir northern COUJlterparts, have no secondary road access and some can be reached only 
after two to three days' trekking from the river. 
5.3 Ethnicity and interaction in Nalae 
5.3.1 Ethnic groups 
5.3.1.1 Ethnic composition of the district 
Determining the exact etb.nic composition of Nalac district is difficult due to a lack of data. 
However, according to the available statistics, 75% of villages in Nalae are inhabited 
exclusively by Mon-Khmer speaking people, which includes the Kmhmu and the Lamet 
(Evrard, 2006: 87). ln addition to these monoethnic villages, there are several mixed Mon-
Khmer and Tai Lue villages, meaning that the actual percentage of Mon-Khmer spealdng 
people in Nalae district is higher than 75%. Within this figure, the Kmhmu constitute the 
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great majority, the Lamet accounting for fewer than 15 monoethnic villages at the southern 
extremity of the district, as compared to more than 45 exclusively Kmhmu villages 
throughout Nalae.28 The remainder of the villages in Nalae district is monoethnic Tai-Lue, 
with a small number of Samtao people, a group related to the Lamet (Chamberlain, 2002: 
97), living in K.mhmu and mixed villages (Evrard, 2006: 99) and a small number of ethnic 
Lao living in a mixed Lao-Kmlunu village at the northern end of the distl'ict. There are also 
some individuals of other ethnic groups and nationalitks scattered throughout Nalae, most 
notably Black Tai from Luang Nam Tha and Chinese from Yunnan province. 
5..3.1.2 T/Je Kmhmu 
Although the area is now elhnically diverse, it was originally inhabited only by Mon-KJuner 
peoples, of which the Kmhmu are one (Proschan, 2001: I 007). The Mon-Khmer group 
forms part of the Austroasiatic language family, which is the most widespread language 
family in mainland southeast Asia and stretches from northeastern India to Malaysia and 
from China to the Nicobar lslands (Bellwood, 2005: 102). Mon-Khmer languages 
themselves can be found in places as fru· apart as Assam and Vietnam (ibid.) and include the 
national languages Khmer and Vietnamese, as well as about 150 other languages 
(sealang.net/tnk/}. 
Kmhmu is one of these other languages, and is spoken in southern China, north central 
Vietnam, northeastern Thailand, and across northern Laos, as well as by Kmhmu diasporic 
communities elsewhere. There are estimated to be well over 500 000 speakers of Kmhmu 
worldwide (Suwilai , 2006: 1), with the number in Laos alone reaching at least 500 000. This 
figure is close to that given in the 1997 national census; however, the 2005 census claims 
that the Kmhmu population of Laos is over 600 000 
(http://www.nsc.gov.la/PopulationCensus2005.htm). Whatever the exact figure, the Kmhmu 
form the largest ethnic group in Laos after the Tai (which is the ethnic fami ly that includes 
28 This data was obtained from the Nalae District Education Bureau's statistics for 2004. 
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the Lao) (Evrard, 2006: 36) and constitute a majority in many of the northern upland 
districts of the country. 
Figure 11: A Km/J.mu Lue woman in 011e of the c.1se study villages 
The K.mhmu group itself can be broken down into two groups and several subgroups. For 
linguists, the main distinction is between northern, eastern and western Kmhmu (Svantesson 
and House, 1996: 85), found mostly in China; Vietnam and eastern Laos; and western Laos 
and Thailand respectively. Below this level, several distinct dialects have been identified, 
although the exact number of dialects has not been definitively established.29 
29 Elisabeth Preisig, co-author of the Kmhmu - Lao - French - English dictionary published in 
1994 by the (Lao) Institute of Research on Culture, has identified five Kmhmu dialects in Laos 
alone (personal communication), while Suwilai (2006) has carried out analysis on seven 
dialects across Laos, Thailand and China. The Summer Institute of Linguistics, widely 
considered an authoritative source on small languages, lists eight Kmhmu dialects in its 
database of world languages (www.ethnologue.com), including Khuen (Khwaen) as a 
separate language, in contrast to Kmhmu people themselves and other linguists (like 
Preisig), who include Khwaen as a Kmhmu dialect. 
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Among those scholars taking an anthropological approach, the issue of Kmhmu subgroups 
has been more problematic. Lindell et al (Lindell ct al., 1979b) suggested that Kmhmu 
subgroups in Laos were the remnants of an ancient Kmhmu political order with a king and 
royal lineages, although these researchers only referred to the western Kmhmu groups in 
their reconstruction of this order and even the identities of these western groups have at no 
point been agreed on by Kmlunu people themselves (Evrard, 2006: 93). More recently, 
Proschan ( 1997) has highlighted the complexity of subgroup identity by outlining the many 
means by which Kmhmu people distinguish groups - geographical location, costume, and 
linguistic features, for example - and suggesting that identities may be multiple and 
overlapping. Evrard (2006: 93) accepts the existence of multiple markers of subgTOup 
identity, but argues that in fact these different markers correspond to some co111monly 
acknowledged and discrete groups, at least in northwestern Laos. He lists four Kmhmu 
subgroups for Nalae and adjoining districts: Youan (Yuan), Lti (Lue), Rok and Khouen 
(Khwaen). 
At this stage, it is not possible to provide an exact and comprehensive list of Kmhmu 
subgroups in Laos and their geographical distribution. However, Evrard's western Kmhmu 
subgroups are included in the fo llowing table, together with the two commonly identified 
eastern subgroups30 in order to provide a rough picture of Kmhrnu groups in Laos. Note that 
the names listed in this table are for Kmhmu groups, thus the Yuan and Lue listed here are 
Kmhmu Yuan and Kmhmu Lue, not their Tai name-givers. 
30 Suksavang Simana of the (Lao) Institute for Research on Culture distinguishes the Kmhmu 
in t he eastern provinces of Laos (Kmhmu Cheuang) from those in the north along the Ou 
river (Kmhmu Ou) (personal communication), while Proschan (1997) also refers to both 
groups. My discussions with Kmhmu people from these areas confirm this distinction. 
128 
Eastern Kmhmu Western Kmhmu 
Group Districts Provinces Group Districts Provinces 
Ou All Luang Prabang Khwacn Viengphoukha Luang Nam Tha 
Phongsali Nalae Luang Nam Tha 
Houei Sai Bokeo 
Cheuang All Xicng Khuang Yuan Nalae Luang Nam Tha 
Huaphan Viengphukha Luang Nam Tha 
K:rong31 ? Luang Prabang Luc Nalae Luang Nam Tha 
Houei Sai Nam or Udom:xai 
Vientiane Xai UdomxaJ 
Baeng Udomxai 
Rok Nalac Luang Nam Tha 
Bacng Udomxai 
Hun Udomxai 
Pha Udom Bokeo 
? Sainyabuli 
31 This ethnonym refers to the Kmhmu groups living along the Mekong river (Om Krong) and 
is used by Chamberlain (2002) among others, although it does not appear in all 
classifications of Kmhmu groups. 
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5.3.1.3 The Tai Lue 
The areas in present day Laos which were originally inhabited only by Mon-Khmer peoples 
including the Kmhmu were invaded by Tai settlers migrating from southern China some 
time late in the first millennium C.E. (Evans, 2002: 2). However, the arrival of Tai settlers 
in the area now knoWJ1 as Nalae occuned much later. Although there arc no exact dates 
recorded, Evrard has placed the first arrival of a Tai group overland some lime in the 
nineteenth centtu·y (Evrard, 2006: 24), while l7ikowitz (Izikowitz, 1979 [1951]: 25) 
identifies Chinese (Ho) attacks in northern Laos in 1890 and hostilities by the Wa in the 
Shan state at the same time as the causes of a Tai exodus into the area of the Nam Tha river. 
Before this time, the northern stretch of the Nam Tha river had remained largely unsettled, 
with only the southern reaches sparsely colonised by Lao boatmen (ibid: 26). 
The Tai settlers who established themselves along the banks of the Nam Tha in Nalae 
during the nineteenth century were Tai Luc. The Tai Lue belong to the larger Tai ethnic 
group, who are fou nd across southeast Asia and include the Lao in Laos and northeastern 
Thailand, the Thai, the Shan in Bunna, and numerous smaller groups in Laos, north-central 
Vietnam, southern China, and eastern India. Members of the Tai family, numbering 
approximately 70 000 000 in total (Evrard, 2006) arc also found around the world in 
diasporic communities. 
The Tai are represented in Laos by the ethnic Lao and other smaller groups such as the 
Black Tai, Red Tai, White Tai, Tai Neua, Tai M<.I!i, Yuan, Phuan and of course the Tai Lue. 
Although the groups listed here are widely referred to, the distinction of Tai groups can be 
problematic. There can be etic and emic names for groups (c.f. Chamberlain, 2002), 
sometimes confusing classifications. Furthermore, the prefix 'tai' or 'thai ' (depending on 
who is speaking or writing32) has the meaning 'originating from', for example thai 
32 Speakers of the Lao dialect of the lowland western part of the country use the aspirated 
'thai' both for ethnonyms such as thai dam and to refer to a place of origin, as in thai 
Viangchan, while speakers of the upland Tai dialects of north western, northern and eastern 
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viangchc'W for Vientiane people. Thus people can refer to themselves or their group as 
' tai/thai ' and their place of origin, creating a plethora of potential ethnonyms. For example, 
a person could refer to herself either as Tai Dam or as Tai Nam Tha. In this case, she would 
be taken to mean that she was ethnic Tai Dam or that she came from Nam Tha, but in areas 
where names for especially smaller ethnic groups have been less well established, confusion 
can arise (for one approach see Cheesman, 2004: 45). Whatever the exact number and 
names of Tai groups in Laos, however, together they are labelled 'lowland Lao' (!a:o /um) 
by the government due to the fact that they traditionally settle in valleys or river basins. 
They constitute just over half of lhe national population of Laos (Evans, J999b: 125). 
The Tai Luc are classified as a group related to but distinct from the ethnic Lao, having their 
own language or dialect, a characteristic costume, ai1d historically separate political spheres 
of influence. However, Lue people in Nalae today recognize a shared identity with the 
ethnic Lao, often referring to themselves as ' us Lao' (Ja:o hao), particularly when 
contrasting themselves with the Austroasiatic inhabitants of the area. This could indicate a 
historically-rooted recognition of shared ethnic and linguistic heritage with the Lao. 
However, it may also indicate a modern-day consciousness of the government's ethnic 
classification system, which places all Tai-Kadai groups together under the name ' lowland 
Lao' (/t1:0 /um) in contrast to upland and highland groups. 
5.3.1.4 Other groups 
The other main ethnic group found in Nalae district is the Lamct, mentioned above as a 
member of the Mon-Khmer group of the Austroasiatic family. Unlike the Kmhmu, the 
Lamet are members of the Palaungic rather than the Khmuic branch of the Mon-Khmer 
group (Chamberlain, 2002: 97). As noted already, there are at least 15 exclusively Lamet 
villages in Nalae district, with many Lamct living in ethnically mixed villages also. There is 
Laos use the unaspirated 'tai' for the same. In fact, some linguists have used this feature of 
consonant aspiration to distinguish the two dialect groups, calling them 'p' and 'ph' 
respectively. See CHAMBERLAIN, J. (1972) The origin of Southwestern Thai. Bulletin des Amis 
du Royaume Laos, 233-244. 
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also one other Palaungic group represented in Nalae: the Samtao. According lo Evrard, there 
are no longer any exclusively Samtao villages in the area and many Samtao people self-
identify as Kmhmu (Evrard, 2006: 99). As no monoethnic or mixed Lamel or Samtao 
villages were included if1 this study, no further details will be given on these groups. 
5.3.2 Distribution of villages 
Traditionally, the Kmhmu and Lamet villages in Nalae have been situated on the mountain 
slopes or peaks, sometimes lhree lo four days walk from the river, while the Tai Lue 
villages have been situated along the river banks. Kmhmu and Lamct villagers practiced 
rotating swidden agrieultllre (commonly referred to as 'slash and burn'), combining 
mountain rice, com, gourds, cotton, tobacco and fruit trees in their fields. They also rnised 
fowl and pigs in their villages, and relied on hunting, fishing and gathering Lo supplement 
their dicts33. The Tai Luc likewist: practiced swidden agriculture, raised livestock, and 
hunted, although unlike the other groups, they also practiced limited paddy cultivation, 
planted riverside gardens, and relied on the abundant fish provided by the Nam Tha river. 
This description, however, simplifies the often complex social and economic 
interdependency between groups and the mobility of individuals between groups, more on 
which will be said in section 5.3.3 below. 
The simplified account above also describes settlement patterns and livelihood practices 
which have undergone dramatic upheaval since the 1970s. Dw-ing and after the lndochina 
war, Nalae was a site of intense fighting and prolonged insurgency. Villages on the west 
bank of the Nam Tha were mostly aligned with the Royalists, while villages on the cast 
bank were mainly Communist. After the Communist victory in 1975, many of the 'enemy' 
(i.e. Royalist) upland vil lages on the west bank of the Nam Tha were relocated by the new 
government to the riverside of the east bank alongside the road between Luang Nam Tha 
33 For a description of livelihood practices in the mid 201h century in a Kmhmu Yuan village, 
see Tayanin 1994. 
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and Nalae. This allowed for greater surveillance of activities in these villages, thus reducing 
the risk of insurgency. It also changed those villagers' livelihood practices to some degree 
and took many Kmhmu Yuan and Khwaen away from their homelands to an area which was 
otherwise Tai Lue. 
These relocations were justified on the grounds of national security. They were also 
explained as a means of replacing the upland livelihood systems which had been destroyed 
during the wm· with what were seen as more economically viable alternatives (c.f. Political 
Bw·eau of the Central Party Organization, 198 1 ). Yet today the government of Laos 
continues to pursue an aggressive policy of upland village relocation to lower lying areas 
when there is no threat of insurgency and no economic benefit (c.f. ADB, 200 I, Goudineau, 
1997). The official justification for such 'voluntary' relocations (resistance to which can in 
fact be met with police action and/or the cutting off of public services34) is the preservation 
of forest reso1.1rces through the reduction of slash and burn agriculture. A second 
justification commonly given is the lower cost of bringing highland peoples to lowland 
services as opposed to expanding services into the highlands (Goudineau, 1997: 14). 1t has 
been argued, however, that the form of swidden agriculhlfe practiced most widely in Laos 
(i.e. rotating, not pioneering) can be environmentally sustainable (ADB, 2001: 88). at least 
as long as population density is low, as it is in Nalae (Evrard, 2006: 104) and that the main 
motivating force behind the relocation policy, or at least behind those individuals who 
implement it, is in fact the integration and assimilation of ethnic minorities into an ethnic 
Lao mainstream (AOB, 2000: 11). 
34 In 2003, several Akha men were detained in police custody in Luang Nam Tha after 
refusing to leave their original village site. The involuntary nature of some vi llage relocations 
has been noted elsewhere {Chamberlain 2000: 10). Less dramatic is the refusal to include 
villages marked for relocation In donor development projects. This is commonplace, even 
when those projects would provide sustainable livelihoods and access to basic services, 
which are the very reasons the government gives for relocation. 
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\Vhatevcr the real government motivations, the population of Nalae has undergone 
considerable upheaval as the result of relocation. The number of people relocated between 
1975 and 1995 has been estimated at 6800 (Evrard, 1997: 25 - 26), with the number of 
villages relocated during this period put at 30 (Evrard, 2006: 324). rn 2000, the district 
authorities announced that a further 30 villages would be relocated by 2005 (ibid: 327) 
although not all of those villages have been relocated to date. Of the villages which have 
relocated over the past thirty three years, many have moved to the river- or roadside, while 
others have amalgamated at new upland sites. Still other villages have relocated in part or en 
masse to the nearby districts of Viengphukha, Nam Tha and Meuang Sing. The provincial 
and district authorities are still engaged in a process of village relocation and amalgamation 
in Nalae and population movements within and outside the district are frequent. 
For some, this has led to improved living standards due to access to health and education 
services as well as access to markets for their produce. At the same time, it has meant: 
economic losses due to the labour and material costs of relocation; disputes over land; 
interethnic conflict; decreased productivity due to unfamiliarity with lowland farming 
techniques or the poor quality of allocated land; poor nutrition due to the inaccessibility of 
traditional forest food sources; exposure to lowland health risks such as disease-bearing 
insects and unclean drinking water; exploitation by outsiders; an introduction to illicit 
substances; and the possibility of engaging in sex work and being exposed to sexually 
transmitted infections including HlV as a consequence. Each of the vlllages included in this 
study has experienced some or all of these problems to some extent. 
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Figure 12: A relocated Kmhmu village along the road outside Naloe District Ce111J·e. 
Figure 13: Inside a Kmhmu village 
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5.3.3 Historical interactions between ethnic groups 
5.3.3.1 Within Nalae 
Interdependency 
From the time of the kingdom of Lan11a35, Kmhmu villages on the west bank of the Nam 
Tha were vassals of the Tai Yuan principalities in the area, themselves vassals of Lanna 
(Evrard, 2006: 95), and became known as ' Km.Imm Yuan' . Similarly, the Kmhmu groups on 
the east bank were vassals of the Tai Lue principalities of Sipsongpanna, and were given the 
monikers 'Kmhmu Lue' for those affiliated to Meuang Sing and 'Kmhmu Khwaen' 
(denoting an administrative unit in the Tai Lue language) for those affiliated to Meuang La 
(ibid.). The vassal relationship for the most part involved taxation, corvee labour and 
military service for the Kmhmu, processes which have been described first-hand by Tayanin 
as severe and corrupted (Tayanin, 1994: 42). 1t also allowed some local Mon-K.lm1er people 
to be parted with their wealth voluntarily by buying titles from their Tai Lue overlords: a 
practice which may have gained them some prestige locally but had little if any bearing on 
their actual political power (Izikowitz, 1979 [ 195 I]). 
Interaction between the K1nhr11u and Tai Lue also occurred at the inter-village level, with 
Kmhmu residents of mountain villages trading their goods avd labour with the Tai villagers 
settled along the riverbanks and with travelling Lao traders (a practice which continues 
today), and Tai vi llagers visiting Kmhrnu villages in order to procure rice, tobacco and 
forest products (less common but also still in practice)36. More heavily dependant economic 
relationships have also been noted, whereby the Tai Lue leased land to the Kmhmu in return 
for a portion of the rice harvested thereon (Evrard, 2006: 254). 
The relationship between Kmhmu and Tai was not only economic but religious. Ritual 
acknowledgement of Mon-KhJner spirits of the land has been noted elsewhere in Laos 
35 Founded in 1259 and centered on the northern Thai city of Chiang Rai. 
36 For example, lzikowitz {1979) describes Lao traders' travels into the area to procure rice, a 
practice which was also observed during this research. 
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(Evans, l 999b), while participation by Mon-Khmer people in Lao court rirual was integral 
to the Buddhist New Year celebrations in the ancient Lao capital, Luang Prabang (c.f. 
Trankell, 1999).37 However, ritual interactions also occurred at the village level: in Nal:ie, 
Kmhmu and Tai villagers engaged in the exchange of gifts and shared the blood of a 
sacrificial animal (usually prepared as the festive dish 'laap') in order to establish what 
Evrard calls pseudo-parcntC, or 'psuedo-kinship' (Evrard, 2006: 260). According to him, 
such interactions were part of the enactment 'of peaceful coexistence and of economic 
dependence of the river people on the mountain-dwellers' (Evrard, 2006: 255, my 
translation). 
Conflict 
lnterethnie relations in Nalae thus involved a degree of both economic and social 
interdependence and integration across groups. This is not to suggest, however, that relations 
have always been friendly. ln fact economic interaction and ritual integration of the Kmhmu 
into Tai society in Nalae, as in Luaug Prabang, have often been accompanied by outright 
exploitation at the level of everyday affairs, and by a corresponding degree of prejudice and 
animosity on each side. 
Tn the accounts of early French explorers, we find comments such as the following: 
Many times during my travels across Laos I already had the opportunity to 
familiarize myself with some of these savage populations, the last remnants of 
the ancient peoples destined to disappear gradually under the strain of the 
invaders. They inspired only pity in me. The prolonged contact of the LTai] 
37 Kmhmu people from a village on the outskirts of Luang Prabang would come to the city to 
take part in a ritual procession and to make symbolic offerings to the king, which he would 
accept before banishing the Kmhmu from the palace. The Kmhmu role in the rituals changed 
in the 1960s with the death of King Sisavangvong and was dramatically remodelled after the 
revolution in 1975 (Trankell 1999: 206). Now Kmhmu people only take part in a reworked 
New Year procession, a socialist adaptation of the festivities which allows for the absence of 
the king and the inclusion of other ethnic groups too. 
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conquerors, the state of oppression that weighed on them for centuries had 
depressed them to the point of taking away the most remarkable 
characteristics of their inviduality (Cu pet 2000 [ 1900]: 254). 
and in a Kmhmu account from the mid-twentieth century: 
[J)n that period the head of a district and the head of a subdistrict, any high 
officials still were all lowland Lao. The Kammu [Kmhmu] and Rmeet 
[Lamct] could not even be soldiers or policemen (Tayanin 1994: 39). 
During that period the Kammu and Rrneet people had to work for tasaeng and 
taphia [local administrators], but they never paid us ... We went and worked in 
their fields from the beginning to the end of the year, from the clearing of the 
fields to the harvest. We brought the rice home to store in their barns. We 
also fetched water, cooked rice and food, and it was we who pounded the rice 
for the tassaeng and taphia ... We never got anytlling at all in return. People 
had to be respectful towards [our tassaeng], because if we did not respect him 
we would be arrested. In fact everybody feared him (Tayanin 1994: 40). 
Some people had to borrow from other families; some had to sell their fields 
to get money for paying their taxes ... and a family which has no fields has 
nothing to live on (Tayanin J 994: 43). 
Stuart-Fox sums it up: 
inter-communal relations Lbehveen Lao and Kmhmu] rested on commerce, 
types of taxation/exploitation and dominant-subordinate status, reinforced on 
occasion by coercive repression (Stuart-Fox, 2003: 74). 
Today, Kmhmu people from Nalae recount the exploitative conditions under which their 
parents and grandparents were employed by the Tai Lue, often receiving meagre payments 
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in kind (such as old clothes) for their labour and being verbally derided to boot. One 
Kmhmu woman described the present-day avarice of Tai Lue traders and boatmen from the 
southern end of the district, warning me to be carefu l in my dealings with them. She also 
noted with disdain the ends to which other Tai in the district would go for profit, regardless 
of the impact on families and the community.38 
Such accounts of exploitation are consistent with the relations portrayed in Kmhmu 
mythology. In one myth, for example, the Kmhmu older brother and the Lao younger 
brother stake their claims to the territory. The Lao brother hangs a marker high up on a 
bamboo stalk after the Kmhmu brother has already placed his marker lower on the same 
stalk. The Lao brother's marker rises higher as the stalk grows, while the Kmhmu brother's 
marker stays in the same place. The Lao brother then insists that he was there ftrst due to 
the height of his mark, and lays claim to the territory (Dore 1980: 53 cited in Proschan 
2001: I 024). In fact, such talcs of trickery are common in the Kmlunu oral I iterature, with 
the KmJ1mu trading a wooden boat for a leather one, an elephant for a porcupine, sugar cane 
stalks for roots, and being outwitted by the Lao in a range of other creative ways (ibid.).39 
Some have argued that such mythical depictions of injustice demonstrate a Kmhmu 
' inferiority complex', as it is always the nai've Kmhmu who are at least partly responsible 
for their own misfortune (Dore, cited in Proschan 2001: 1025). Others have argued that the 
myths provide only a good humoured explanation of social inequalities (Proschan, 200 I: 
I 025). Whether and to what degree Kmhmu people participate in a discourse of social 
inferiority will be explored later in this chapter and in the chapters which follow. For now, 
however, it should be noted that Kmhmu people have not always accepted their social 
disadvantage willingly or with good humour. 
38 For example, one local Tai woman tried to establish a brothel in the district centre, a 
business move which was strongly opposed by many others in the community and as a result 
never eventuated. 
39 For an interesting discussion of myth and Lao-Kmhmu relations from a Lao perspective, 
see Pholsena 2006: 24. 
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The Kmhmu culture hero of the cwa.ng is renowned for his strength and prowess in battle, 
a11d Kmhmu folk histories relating the exploits of cwang abound ( c.f. Proschan, 1998). 
Relatively recent instances of armed rebellion by the Kmhmu against the Tai (including the 
Lao) appear to confirm a degree of reality in tbe mythological figure of the cwang. one 
armed uprising in 1875 was led by a Krnlm1u man named Nhi (Evans, 2002: 34), while 
Cu pet (2000 [I 900): 11 6) refers to a 'kha' (that is K:mhmu) 'revolt against the authority of 
the Laotian mandarins' on the old border between Luang Prabang and Huaphan, and to 
another incident in 1884-1885 involving the sacking of several villages by Kmhmu rebe ls in 
the area of present day Xieng Khuang (ibid: 158). Unfortunately no traveller's records exist 
for the Nalae area, but oral and written accounts ofrcsistance in other parts of Laos suggest 
that the occurrence of such things in Nalae is not beyond possibility. Tayanin gives a first-
hand account of a Jess confrontational fom1 of rebellion in Nalae: the forgery of populat ion 
data and assets inventories in order to avoid registration fees, corvee labour, military 
service, and taxation (Tayanin 1994: 42). 
Kmhmu people in Nalac still describe instances of resistance against exploitative behaviour 
by the Tai, although on a smaller scale. A Kmhmu woman working as a government 
official, for example, proudly tells how her grandfather. upon being poorly paid for hjs 
agricultural Jabour then called a pejorative name by the Tai landowner, threatened the man 
with his hunting gun and subsequently received an apology. 
S.3.3.2 Nolae and beyond 
In addit ion to the ethnic diversity within the popu lation itself, Nalae has seen a diverse range 
of of people and goods come and go from across the region throughout its history. From 
before the French colonial period, Nalae has been a crossroads for trade to and from what 
are now southern China and Thailand. In the past, Chinese caravans crossed the area on 
their way between Viengphoukha and Meuang La, a Tai principality in present-day southem 
China (Evrard, 2006: 24, lzikowitz, 1979 [1951]). Caravans also traversed the area on their 
way from Meuang Sing, a Tai principality in present-day Laos, to Luang Prabang, the 
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capital of the Lao kingdom of Lane Xang, and Siam (Evrard, 2006: 97). Meanwhile, Lao 
traders travelled up the Nam Tha river from the south as far as the terrain would permit, 
some settling in strategic spots, trading their wares for forest products collected by the 
KmJ1111U and the Lamet (lzikowitz, 1979 (1951 ]: 27). 
During the war, soldiers both came and went from Nalae, sometimes returning with wives 
from other parts of the eoiintry and from other ethnic groups. After the Communist victory, 
many Royalists were sent to 'seminars' (i.e. labour camps) in provinces as far away as 
Attapeu, in the south-eastem corner of Laos, some eventually returning home with their 
southern wives and children. From the time of the Communist victory, outsiders have also 
come to Nalae as government officials, sometimes stationed only lemporaJily in the district 
and other times marrying and settling there. 
5.3.4 lnterethnic relations in Nalae today 
Today one of the main sources of interaction between outsiders and locals of NaJae is trade. 
Lao traders attend the lively monthly market on the road to Nalae and its southern 
equivalent on the river, and some enterprising individuals travel to the morn1tain villages 
trading clothing and manufactured goods for rice. Meanwhile, Thai entrepreneurs travel up 
the river from the border in order to purchase the highly prized textiles of the Tai Lue, while 
Lamet villagers travel down the river to work as day-labourers in Thailand. Recently, there 
has been an influx of Chinese traders into Nalae, who have established themselves around 
the market square. Other Chinese nationals reside intermittently in Nalae in order to 
establish and manage rubber, soy and taro plantations in the area. In the pas t couple of 
years, even a Vietnamese peddler has based himself intermittently in the district. In a more 
clandestine fashion, Lao middlemen carry amphetamines from Thailand through Nalac and 
on to Udo1nxai, from where they are transported throughout Laos or to Vietnam. 
Since the establislunent of the district centre in 1975, outsiders have also come to work and 
sometimes settle in Nalae as government officials and staff of donor-funded development 
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projects (of which there were three in 2005). Despite the presence of non-locals in 
government and project offices in Nalae, however, the majority of government staff in the 
district at this time was local and the majority of local staff was Kmhmu. This included 
those in positions of authority: in 2005, the Governor of Nalae and the Heads of the District 
Administration Bureau, the District Education Bureau, the Public Health Bureau, the 
Finance Bureau, the Agriculture Bureau, the Justice Bureau and the police were all Krnhmu. 
ln fact, at this time Kmhmu political influence extended beyond lhe district: the Vice 
Governor of the province of Luang Nam Tha was also a local Kmhmu man. 
This is not to suggest that there was or is a Kmhmu monopoly on positions of authority in 
Nalae. The Governor elected at the end of 2005 was a Tai-Lue man, as were several of the 
Deputy Heads of Bureaux at that time and many of the Bureaux staff. In fact, Tai Lue were 
over-represented among District Education Bureau staff when compared to the wider 
population figures: they constituted eight out of a total of twenty staff members in the office 
(40%), while accounting for around 25% of the overall population. 
The interaction between Kmhmu and Tai Lue people which occurs within these official 
spaces and in the wider community is generally convivial. These are people many of whom 
have gone to school together (particularly government officials, who all have at least a 
secondary school eduction),40 live near each other, work together, trade with each other, 
socialise together, and more and more conu11only, intermarry. In 2005 there were five mixed 
marriages in the district centre and countless close interethnic relationships. One Tai Lue 
official at the Education Bureau described how she used to visit her Kmhmu friends' houses 
when they were at secondary school together, and how they were still friends today- a 
comment which was supported by observation of her social interactions. She also identified 
40 The district still only has one high school, located in t he district centre. Many people from 
the further villages came to the district centre even for primary school. 
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a Kmhrnu official in the same office as her closest friend there, which was likewise 
supported by observation of their interaction. 
The same Tai Lue official attended a wedding in a nearby Kmhmu village, describing it as 
the wedding of a ' relative' (phi: n:J:ng). This term can be extended in Lao to people who are 
not blood relatives but who have been accorded (at least some of) the same rights and 
responsibilities as biological kin. The same term was used by a Tai Lue woman from the 
southern end of Nalae district to describe the Kmhmu and Tai Lue people who lived in 
neighbouring villages there, and by Tai Lue bureaucrat when describing the trade 
interactions he witnessed as a child in his village. He recounts how he watched Kmhmu 
people interact with his parents: 
If they [the Kmhmu vll lagers] had chilies, banana flowers or whatever, they'd 
come as relatives [ma: nai th:na phi: n.?:ng]. They'd come to visit, they'd 
come to get(?) and salt, to give things to each other. 
Wliile the use of the term phi: n:J:ng does not necessarily indicate social equality between 
groups, it does indicate a social proximity which allowed and continues to al low the 
formation of close interpersonal bonds. 
Unfortunate ly, however, thi s pleasant picture is not indicative of the full complexity of 
interethnic relations in NaJae. Firstly, while Kmbmu and Tai Lue people llving in the district 
centre and nearby villages may enjoy close intergroup relations and deep interpersonal 
bonds due to the frequency of their contact, for those Kmhmu living in the further mountain 
villages Interaction may be limited mostly to trade and serv ice encounters once every ten 
days (the Kmhmu working week), or less frequently for those living further away. Women, 
young children and the elderly may leave their villages very rarely indeed and may shy 
away from interaction with non-Kmhmu people, perhaps partly for language reasons and 
partly because of self-consciousness about their palpable disadvantage in socio-economic 
terms. Although figures for Nalae district are unavailable, Mon-Khmer people score lower 
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on every development lndicator than their Tai compatriots - a fact which is clear even from 
simple observation in Nalae. 
Towards Kmhmu people in general and the poorer mountain dwelling Kmhmu ln particular, 
the Tai Lue often manifest an attitude of superiority. Especially with Kmhmu people from 
the mountains, it is not uncommon for Tai people to refuse to use politeness markers in 
speech and to comment on their backwardness. The same attitude has been noted by others. 
Lindell writes: 
ln the larger community ... where they find themselves in the minority, the Kammu 
form the second lowest level in society. Only the Rmeet (La.met) in Laos and the 
Akha in Thailand are even Jess respected ... This social inferiority is not just 
theoretical. It is a palpable fact and manifests itself in all contacts with the majority 
peoples. The Thai and to an even greater extent the Lao behave in a supercilious 
way towards any Kamnrn. To the majority it is axiomatic that the Kammu are, 
indeed, lnferior (Lindell et al., l 980b: 10). 
Although Krnhmu people living in the district centre may have closer social ties with Tai 
Lue than those living in outlying villages and may receive somewhat different treatment, 
this does not mean that district centre residents make no distinctions between the two 
groups. Kmhmu and Tai Lue peop le there do attend each other's social gatherings such as 
house-warmings and weddings. However, because the Luc are Buddhists and the Kmhmu in 
Nalae are animists, some ceremonies are prepared and attended only by in-group members. 
This means that the opportunity to fulfil the most important social duties - those carried out 
around re ligious ceremonies - is limited to members of the in-group. Religious persuasion is 
s ignificant for people in Nalae, however, not only in terms of its implications for social 
interaction, but as a point of difference in itself. When three district residents were asked 
separately what the difference between Tai Lue and Kmhmu people was, each one 
mentioned religion first. 
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Religion is not the only point of social distinction, however. Other cultural practices may be 
held up as markers of djfference too, often with negative valuations attached. For the Tai 
Lue, negative attitudes toward Kmhmu people are often attached to traditional practices 
which arc seen to be emblematic of backwardness, such as the wearing of traditional dress, 
the raising of free-roaming livestock, and the practice of ritual animal sacrifice to heal 
illness. Many Tai Lue also hold negative attitudes to what they perceive as typical Kmhmu 
character traits. As one Tai Lue high school student said: 
They're different. Upland Lao [K.mhmu] don't (show respect), you know? ... 
They don't show respect. They do whatever they want to do. 
Kmhmu reactions to such attitudes are complex. At one level there is certainly the idea 
among many Kmhmu that Tai people, be they Tru Lue or Lao, are more developed and 
wealthier, even generally superior. As one Kmhmu teacher said: 
We have to use natural things. We're ethnic ntinoritics, [our things are] 
inadequate [b~: k/Jop ho: thuan].41 
Another K.mhmu teacher remarked that a foreigner working with Kmbmu people was 
equivalent to himself working with animals, so great was the difference. 
Perhaps as a result of this perceived inequality in social status, Kmhmu people tend to 
consider Tai people and their attire more attractive. A Km.hmu vendor said, as she watched 
two Km.hmu girls walk down the street: 
They're beautiful, just like Lao girls. 
41 This comment is similar to the comment of a story-teller recorded by Lindell, Swahn and 
Tayanln in 1976 and cited by Proschan (2001): 'We do not have any material and we do not 
have any clothes. We have to go and get It from them [the Lao] because they know how to 
make it. We are the elder brothers, only just the elder brothers, and we are unable to make 
anything at all. Our younger brothers make everything for us, make everything for us.' 
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A young man told of his embarrassment at carrying a Kmhmu shoulder bag to school when 
he was a boy instead of the Lao equivalent, and a Kmhmu school boy said of his mother's 
weaving: 
Upland Lao [Kmhmu] skirts are ugly42• 
These comments 1night indicate that to a degree, Kmhmu people have internalized Tai 
attitudes to themselves: a case of Bourdieu 's symbolic domination (Bourdieu, 1991). Lindell 
describes such a process: 
As a group, [the Kmh.mu] have accepted the view of the majority, and they 
act as if they were indeed inferior (Lindell et al., 1980b: 11). 
As one Kmlm1u womru1 herself explained: 
Kmhmu people are like that. They accept other people's ideas [ny.?.w khua.111 
khan i:n]. I don't know why. Maybe it's because we don't know how to do 
things ourselves [to: e:ng bo: sa:ng he~. 
This speaker here manages both to identify and to exemplify such domination. Yet the 
question of whether Kmhmu people have undergone a total symbolic domination wiU be 
answered in the fol lowing chapters, where it will become apparent that such issues are more 
complex than one might assume. 
5.4 Language in Nalae 
5.4.1 Languages and dialects of Nalae 
S.4.1.1 Lue/Lao 
The main languages spoken in Nalae are Kmhmu, Lue/Lao and La.met. Lue and Lao have 
been combined here not because they are closely related languages belonging to the 
42 The traditional skirts worn by Tai and Mon-Khmer groups in Laos, called sin in Lao, are 
commonly worn and function as markers of ethnic identity as well as social status. For a 
discussion of this, see Cheeseman (2004). 
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southwestern branch of the Tai Kadai family (Chamberlain, 2002: 96), but because the line 
between the two can be difficult to draw in Nalae. No academic work has been done on the 
Lue spoken in Nalae today or, more specifically, on contact effects between Lao and Lue in 
Nalae. Tlowever, observation of district residents indicated that they speak everything from 
Lue with very little Lao influence (especially in the southern villages), to mixed Lue and 
Lao (in the nearer villages and among older speakers in the district centre), to Lao with 
some Luc lexical and phonological influence (especially among young, educated speakers in 
the district centre). Even for those who speak a dialect at the Lue end of the spectrum, Lao 
is easily intelligible due to both the genetic closeness of the languages and to Tai Lue 
people's exposure to Lao through the media and through contact with Lao speakers.43 
Typologically, Lao and Lue can be characterised by their SVO word order; a lack of 
inflection, including no marking for number, person, tense or aspect; the existence of tones; 
extensive borrowing from Pali, particularly for religious and political vocabulary, although 
this is more the case in Lao than in Lue as national corpus planners have utilised Pali roots 
for new lex is; and the common use of rhyming word pairs for rhetorical effect. To give a 
point of comparison: these are features common to the Thai language too, and a great deal 
of lex is is shared among the languages in addition to this. ln fact, Thai is mostly intelligible 
to Lao and Lue speakers in large part due to this genetic similarity, but also due to tbc 
exposure of Lao nationals to the Thai language through the media and popular culture. 
The two Tai Luc teachers discussed in chapters six and seven respectively used the local 
variety of Lao in the classroom. They read the standard Lao texts in their local accents and 
used some local Lue-origin lcxis, but could be easily understood by a speaker of Lao from 
elsewhere in the country. 
43 Residents of Nalae are exposed to Lao through radio but not through television, as the 
on ly stations which can be picked up there are from Thailand. Because of this, frequent 
travel for some between the two countries, and the genetic closeness of the languages, Tai 
Lue locals of Nalae genera lly have a high level of receptive competence in Thal. 
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5.4.1.2 Kmhmu 
The K.mhmu spoken in Nalae belongs to the western Kmhmu dialect group (also called lbe 
northern dialect type (c.f. Svantesson and House, 1996). While the eastern dialects have a 
voiced and unvoiced consonant distinction, the western dialects have only unvoiced 
consonants and have replaced the voicing distinction with high and low tones or registers 
(Suwilai, 2006, , 2004). 
There are four western dialects spoken in Nalae: Kmhmu Lue, Kmhmu Khwuen. Kinhmu 
Yuan and Kmhmu Rok. Each dialect has a distinct territory - Kmhmu Lue in the northeast 
of the district, Yuan and Khwaen in the northwest, and Rok in the south - although village 
relocation has had some impact on this distribution. All dialects are also spoken in the 
district centre and some of its satellite villages, and mixed-dialect families arc not 
uncommon among the younger generation of district centre residents. 
The differences between the dialects are mostly phonological: Kmhmu Lue has been 
analysed as having register and Kmhmu Rok as tone (Suwilai, 2006: 8). Kmhmu Rok, 
unlike the other dialects, also has aspirated stops. Other minor differences are lexical: 
Kmhmu Rok displays a tendency to omit prcsyllables (ibid 11; I 5) and eacb of the dialects 
has some distinctive vocabulary. Despite the differences between eastern and western 
Kmhmu and among the western dialects, however, scholars have claimed that speakers of 
different dialects can understand each other easily (Svantesson and House, 1996: 85, Simana 
and Prcisig, 1997a: 8) and indeed observation indicates that Kmhmu Lue, Khwaen, Ymm 
and Rok speakers have no difficulty communicating with each other and only minor 
difficulties communicating with Eastern K.mhmu speakers. 
Like Lao and Lue, Kmhmu has an SVO word order and a lack of inflection for person, 
number, tense, or aspect. Interestingly, it also displays a rhetorical preference for rhyming 
word pairs. Western Kmhrnu (the dialects found in Nalae) also have tone (or register), 
another feature they share with Lao, although of course the number of tones, the pitches and 
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the contours are different. Unlike Lao, Kmhmu has a causative prefix, although this is no 
longer productive. 
On the phonological level, Kmhmu includes all the phonemes found in Lao as well as 
several others, although the additional phonemes are greater in Eastern than in Western 
(Nalae) Kmhmu. Both varieties of Kmhmu also include syllable-final phonemes which are 
only possible in syllable-initial position in Lao. Tn addition to this, consonant clusters are 
frequent in Kmhmu, but impossible in Lao with its consonant-vowel(-consonant) syllable 
structure. All this renders Lao pronunciation easier for native Kmhmu speakers than the 
converse, although Kmhmu speakers do tend to have difficulty with Lao tones. 
5.4.2 Language contact in Nalae 
Like Lue, Kmhmu is also mixed with Lao to varying degrees by speakers in Nalae. This 
may seem surprising due to the unrelaledness of the languages, Lao being from the Tai-
Kadai family and Kmhmu from the Austl'Oasialic. However, it is a common effect of 
prolonged contact between speakers of different languages (c.f. TI1omason, 200 l ). Although 
a considerable amount of work has been done on Kmbmu syntax and phonology, some of 
which was based on dialects spoken in Nalae (sec citations in section 5.3.1.2 above), very 
little attention has been paid to the effects on Kmhmu of contact with Lao (see below), and 
none lo those effects in the Nalae dialects. Likewise, no attention has been g iven to the 
contact effects of Kmhmu on Lao in this geographical area. Although this is not the aim of 
the present study either, a short overview of language contact in Nalae is given below, as it 
has implications for the analysis presented in the following chapters. 
The work which has been done on Lao influences on Kmhmu (c.f. Enfield, 2003b) focused 
on processes of calquing in particular, which is the mapping of native lexis onto borrowed 
syntactic and/or idiomatic structures. Although the dialect from which the data were drawn 
in Enfield's study was an eastern dialect, Kmhmu Cheuang, the same process was identified 
by the present research in the Nalae dialects of Kmhmu. The Kmhmu construction below is 
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an example of calquing recorded for both a native Kmlunu Lue speaker and a native (Tai) 
Lue speaker: 
Pe ah me' 
no have who 
'There isn' t anyone.' 
This parallels the Lao 
Bo: mi: phai 
no have who 
'There isn't anyone." 
and was used instead of the Kmhmu construction: 
Pe ah am mooy g6n. 
No have even one person 
'There isn't anyone.' 
Another contact effect on Kmlunu has been the borrowing of lexical items from Lao. This 
has happened over an extended time and includes phonologically and morphologically 
assimilated items which now have no Kmhmu-origin equivalent in usage (in Nalae), for 
example gOn fro1n the Lao khan (person), and trgit from the Lao khit(think), as well as non-
assimilated items in common but not exclusive usage, such as numbers over three. It also 
includes items which may be bonowed only by small groups of speakers or even by 
individual speakers but which have not (yet) been taken on more widely. Idiosyncratic 
lexical borrowing appears common among young K.mhmu speakers in the district centre 
who have daily contact with Lao speakers and among young, non-native speakers of 
Kmbmu. 
All of this points to the fact that the Kmhmu in Nalae is diverse and fluid. Not only is there 
a variety of dialects spoken in the district, including within the district centre, but there is a 
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variety of degrees of mixing with Lao. Speakers in the villages tend on the whole to be 
more conservative and those in the district centre more innovative, which is certainly the 
result of varying degrees of contact with Lao. However, great differences in usage can be 
found even among district residents and occasional differences can be found among village 
residents, depending perhaps on personaJ background and preference. 
Not only has Lao had a continuing effect on Kmhmu syntax and lexis in Nalae, the converse 
is also true. Both Tai Lue and Kmhmu residents of the district centre and of the outlying 
villages were heard to use Kmhmu lexis in their Lao/Lue discourse. Items included the 
Kmhrnu yo' instead of the Lao mu: (friend), Kmhmu je' instead of Lao pian or uai (dirty), 
Kmhmu u' (from h'ou', which is phonologically impossible in Lao) instead of Lao men, 
Kmhmu tw instead of Lao Ja:i (permanently), and Kmhmu cii rii instead of Lao ngiap 
(quiet/tranquil). 
Calquing of Lao lexis onto Kmhmu structures was also observed during this research, such 
as in the omission of the Lao sentence final interrogative particle bo: or wa: (interrogative 
particles are optional in Nalae Kmhmu), and the omission of required objects in Lao verb 
phrases, for example a:p (bathe) instead of a:p m1n1 (lit. bathe water), paralleling the Kmhmu 
muum (bathe). Once again, however, these items were not standardized across all speakers 
but were in varied usage. 
The high degree of bo1Towing between languages in Nalae and the profusion of idiolects 
sometimes renders the clear separation of languages in the data a difficult task. At times it is 
unclear whether a word, a plu·ase, or even a whole sentence is in one language or the other. 
Some well established borrowings from Lao into Kmhmu can fairly easily be considered 
Kmhmu, especially where phonetic assimilation has occurred. However, other occurrences 
of (originally) Lao items in Kmhmu may be well established borrowings for a particular 
speaker but not for others, which raises questions as to how they should be analysed. 
Furthermore, some phrases or sentences may consist of a string of Lao-origin items 
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surrounded by Kmlunu discourse, which raises the question of whether it is a Kmhmu 
utterance which just happens to contain all bon·owed items, or a Lao utterance inserted into 
the otherwise K.mhmu discourse. In Lao and Kmhtnu, there is no word inflection which 
could clarify the matter and pronunciation is generally uniform whether a speaker is using a 
borrowed item in the receiving language or actually speaking the source language. 
The approach taken here to these issues is to divide the language sample into three 
categories: Kmlunu (rendered in bold), Lao (rendered in plain text), and indeterminate 
(underlined). This approach is explained in detail at the beginning of chapter six and is 
revisited at the beginning of each of the other two classroom case studies. 
5.4.3 Language proficiency across groups 
It is commonly assumed among lay people and language professionals alike in Laos that Lao 
is the lingua franca between ethnic groups. Even the dfrector of the Lao Institute for 
Linguistic Research has been quoted making this assertion (c.f. Power, 2002: 3 I). However 
in reality, minority languages in Laos, which are in fact majority languages in many parts of 
the country, often serve as lingue franche. Personal observation has found Phunoy and Ho to 
be used as lingue franche in the northernmost province of Phongsali and Katu in the eastern 
part of Salavan province. Akha languages were similarly observed to function as lingue 
franehe among mixed ethnic minority teacher trainees at a provincial teacher training 
college. Lingua franca status has also been reported for Brao on the Bolovens Plateau 
(Pascale Jacq, personal communication). 
In light of this information, and given the fact that the Kmhmu are a huge majority in Nalae, 
it is unsurprising that all Tai Luc district residents including those from the district centTe 
and the outlying villages were observed to have at least some proficiency in Kmhmu and 
that the language often served as the medium of communication across groups. Even most 
non-locals who had moved to the disb"ict as goverru11ent or project staff - including some 
recent arrivals - had learned some Kmlunu and used it socially and in their work. 
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Kmhmu language proficiency among Tai Lue people ranged from fluency in all but the most 
complex and infrequent domains of use, such as religious ceremonies, to basic 
conversational competence in everyday interactions, such as in the marketplace. Fluency in 
Kmhmu was observed among young and old Tai Lue people, district centre and village 
residents alike. Elders in the village immediately across the river from the district centre 
explained that their fathers and grandfathers were fluent in Kmhmu and spoke it when 
trading with the K.mhmu vi llagers from the mountains. Thus it seems that Kmhmu language 
proficiency and use in intergroup encounters is not the result of recent changes such as 
increased proximity and interaction between groups. 
As far as Lao language proficiency among the Tai-Luc is concerned, as was noted earlier, 
the two languages arc close enough genetically to allow for considerable mutual 
intelligibility, even among speakers with no prior exposure to the other language. However, 
in reality most Luc speakers in Nalae use a mixture of Lao and Luc depending on the 
perceived linguistic competence of their listeners, and in fact I have never come across a 
yOLmg or middle aged Tai -Lue person who could not hold a conversation in Lao (albeit the 
local variety). 
With regard to native Kmhmu speakers: some men of working age in K.mhmu villages are 
fluent in conversational Lao due to time spent working outside the village. Most men of 
working age, however, have only a basic knowledge of Lao: enough for simple everyday 
conversations but little else. Some women in the vi llages have basic competence in Lao for 
trading at the market and a few younger women in the villages near the district centTe have 
been educated outside the village and have fluency in Lao. However, many women 
especially in the further villages and in those recently relocated near the district centre are 
not able to understand or speak Lao. Likewise, very young children and some elderly people 
(but not those men who were soldiers during the war) display no proficiency in Lao. 
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Literacy is extremely rare in the villages. FiglU'eS for Nalae are unavailable, but the national 
Lao literacy rate for the Mon-Khmer group is 36.9% and for the K.mhmu is 60.8% (ADB, 
2002: 24), figures which include educated people living in towns and both men and women. 
The Lao literacy rate for the villages in Na lae would be significantly lower. There it is often 
only the village teacher, the village Headman (an administrative position), and the 
rcpresentalive of the Lao Front for National Construction (usually an ex-soldier) who have 
any literacy in Lao. The literacy rate for Kmhmu women in the villages of Nalae would be 
dramatically lower than the national rate for Kmhmu women, which is already low at 22.7% 
(ADB, 2002: 24): most Kmhmu women there have no Lao literacy at all. 
The discussion so far has referred to literacy in Lao. In fact, the distinction is an 
unnecessary one as no-one in the district has literacy in Kmhmu. K.mhmu orthographies, 
both in Lao and Latin script, have been developed by linguists; however, although there 
have been some projects aiming to promote and teach Kmhmu literacy using the Lao script 
orthography44, these have not been successful beyond smaJl sample groups. Some Kmhmu 
people in Nalae had seen Kmhmu language primers but none had learned to read the written 
language or had used it in any way. 
Native Kmhmu speakers who live in the district centre are generall y fluent in both Lao and 
Kmhmu, except for some elderly people who have moved there recently. As government 
staff make up a considerable proportion of the population in the di strict centre and cducalion 
there is universal for the younger generation, literacy rates in the centre are significantly 
higher than in the vi llages. 
44 Suksavang Simana (himself a Kmhmu man) of the Cultural Research Institute under the 
Lao Ministry of Information and Culture, together with Elisabeth Preisig, an expert in Kmhmu 
language, have carried out informal trials for a series of Kmhmu primers which they have 
developed. Some Kmhmu residents of Nalae district were involved In the trials. 
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5.4.4 Language domains or switching? 
Kmhmu is used in a variety of contexts and for various purposes both in the villages and in 
the district centre. Below is a summary: 
5.4.4.1 Kmhmu use In Nalae 
Jn the villages : 
At most times except for: communication with non-Krnhmu people who are not 
able to or choose not to speak Kmhmu; reading aloud of official documents at 
meetings; and some classroom interaction. 
In the district centre: 
• At most times between native Kmhmu speakers, including discussion in the 
work place, at offi cial meetings in government offices, dur ing religious 
ceremonies, socially and in everyday encounters e.g. al the market, with drivers 
of s::i:ugthe:o (utility trucks converted into passenger vehicles) or with other 
acquaintances; 
• Frequently for infonnal interaction between Kmhmu and Tai Lue staff in 
government offices; 
• Frequently during social interactions between Kmhmu and Tai Leu, but not 
always where Kmhmu are the majority (some outspoken Kmhmu individuals 
initiate switches into Kmhmu even when they are in the minority). This was 
witnessed among al l age groups; 
• Frequently in everyday interactions between Krnhmu and Tai Lue at the market, 
on public transport, and in the street. 
lt becomes obvious from the above overview that languages in Nalae are not clearly 
separated based on context. Even in the outlying villages, where many people do not have 
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proficiency in Lao, the use of Kmhmu in any given context may not be exclusive - such 
presumably conservative contexts as religious ceremonies can even be performed partly in 
Lao.45 Kmh.mu may be used in particular settings frequently but not always, and likewise for 
Lao/Lue. Although no in-depth investigation into this was done as part of the current 
research, Fishman's concept of diglossia (e.g. Fishman, 1971 ), whereby speakers arc 
constrained to speak a particular language by the context they are in or by the action going 
on at the time (the 'domain'), docs not appear to apply, or at least not consistently, in Nalae. 
In fact, language choice in Nalac is a much more complicated matter. The present research 
is not a study of language use in the community, as interesting as such a study would be, 
thus it does not definitively identify influences on or reasons for such language choice. 
However, it docs seem clear that the choices which Nalae residents make about which 
language to speak and when depend on a whole range of factors. Others studying similar 
contexts have suggested factors including the interpersonal (such as speaker/I istener 
competence and preference), the discursive (such as the topic being discussed), and the 
textual (such as previous choices wilhfa the same text) (Auer, 1988), as well as the 
importance of language in indexing social relationships (e.g. Myers-Scotton, 1988). 
Not only do these theories provide a useful model for the analysis of language choices in a 
community such as Nalae, they are to varying degrees relevant to the analysis of language 
choices in classroom settings specifically. lt is for this reason that they and other theories 
are explored in the following section, before the subsequent chapters introduce the language 
practices of tea1.:hers and students in Nalac. 
45 This was observed twice, once when an esteemed Tai Lue shaman was invited to perform 
a healing ceremony for a sick woman in a village about 35 km along the road from the 
district centre, and again for a family in a village two and a half hours walk from t he centre. 
Both shamans were fluent in Kmhmu but included Lao blessings in their chanting. 
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5.5 Language choices in community and classroom: An overview of 
the literature 
5.5.1 Language in community and classroom: the literature on Laos 
While there is an abundance of research into language use in multilingual communities and 
classroor11s (and a corresponding abundance of theories and models for analysis), there is a 
dearth of such research into the Lao context, and a complete absence of research into 
bilingual Lao-Kmhmu settings. Chagnon and Rumpf's ( 1982) study of the post-1975 Lao 
education system makes only passing mention of the issue of language, noting the 
effectiveness of Lao language instruction as compared to the French language instruction 
policy of previous regimcs~6 (Chagnon and Rumpf, 1982: J 71 ). Enficld's ( 1999) otherwise 
comprehensive discussion of Lao as a national language likewise makes minimal reference 
to the issue of language in education, and Evans' ( I 998b) examination of the Lao post-war 
education system makes no comment on media of instruction. Bouasivith cl al 's ( 1996) 
overview of the history of Lao education is yet another study which does not address tbe 
issue of language in education: it makes only one brief reference to the printing of minority 
language primers in Communist controlled areas dw-ing the war (Bouasivith cl al., 1996: 
100). Sithirajvongsa and Goh (2004a) give a brief overview of the history of education 
policies in Laos, but with reference to language note only the shift from French to Lao as 
the medium of instruction, and the move away from languages of the old Communist bloc to 
English as the foreign language of choice. 
The only research to have focused on languages in education in the Lao PDR is a report 
written by Power (2002) for Save the Children (UK). This report provides an introduction to 
some of the language challenges facing teachers and students in ethnic minority contexts in 
Laos. It also notes some of the attitudes to language among teachers, students and education 
46 Although in fact Lao had already been introduced as the medium of instruction in 1962, 
well before the Communist revolution (Enfield 1999: 268). 
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officials in these contexts. However, as was noted ln chapter two, the report has several 
significant weaknesses which limit its usefulness. 
S.5.2 Language choice in bilingual communities: the early literature 
As mentioned, the lack of literature on Laos is not reflective of the situation for other 
multilingual contexts. ln fact, over the past four decades, language practices in multilingual 
settings have been shtdied from tbe perspectives of descriptive linguistics, the sociology of 
language, the sociopsychology of language, sociolinguistics and anthropology (c.f. Heller, 
l 988b: 3, Pavlenko and Blackledge, 2004). Some of the early work on the lopic was 
concerned with the identification of rules and systems governing the use of two languages 
together, whether these be psycholinguistic and grammatical prncesses (e.g. Weinreich, 
1953) or socially prescribed norms within a given community (e.g. F ishman, 1967 drawing 
on the work of Schmidt-Rohr [1932)). 
One of the early articulations of such concerns was Fishman's 'language domain' model, 
which expanded on Ferguson's (1959) earlier theory of diglossia. The model aimed to 
explain language choices in relation to 'relatively stable patterns of choice that exist in [the 
speakers'] multilingual speech community as a whole' (Fishman, 1972: 440). Fishman 
explained that: 
Domains enable us to understand that language choice and topic [are] related 
to widespread sociocultural norms and expectations (Fishman, 1972: 441). 
That is, for any institutional context, meaning a particular configuration of topic, speaker 
relationship and locale, there is a preferred language choice. According to Fishman, 
incongruent situations do occur, but these are then 'rendered understandable and acceptable' 
just as grammatical errors in speech are reinterpreted. That is: 
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interlocutors reinterpret incongruencies [in code choice] in order to salvage some 
semblance of the congruency in terms of which they understand and function within 
their social order. (Fishman, 1972: 445) 
Although rather simplistic and deterministic in comparison to later models of code choice 
(see below), the domain model was an early attempt to conceptualise language choice in 
relation to social identities. This inspired the now classic work of Blom and Gumperz (e.g. , 
1972), and Gumperz (1981,, l982b,, 1982a), who proposed the notions of'situational 
codeswitching' and 'metaphorical eodcswitching'. Situational switching closely parallels 
the domain concept: a particular language is associated with a certain class of activities so 
that 'it comes to signify or connote them' (Gumpcrz J 982: 98). Switches into a language to 
correspond with the class of activities being undertaken (or the situation) constitute the most 
common form of switching. Metaphorical switching, on the other hand, is a 'pat1ial violation 
of co-occurrence expectations' (ibid.) in that it involves switches into a language which is 
not associated with the situation. Jn such switches, the unexpected language is used as a 
metaphor for the contexts, activities, topics, and/or relationships usually associated with that 
language. The switch brings with it a new set of social mea11ings. 
The situational/metaphorical distinction informed the work of other theorists of code 
switching, most notably perhaps Myers-Scotton (e.g. , I 988), whose theory of 'marked and 
unmarked' switching is discussed below. Blom and Gumperz' model has been criticized 
however, for suggesting that situational switching is 'without social meaning because it is a 
necessary consequence of certain situational parameters' (Auer, 1988: 4) and that 
metaphorical switching 'is dependent on an (almost) one-to-one relationship between 
language choice and situational parameters which can be purposefully violated' (ibid.). 
Other studies of switching have shown that the language of any interaction is often not pre-
determined but must be established through negotiation (Heller, l 988a, Heller, I 995b, 
Heller, 199Sa). 
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5.5.3 Code switching: key contributions 
While the literature on language choices in multilingual settings discussed above focused on 
the discursive properties of those choices, much of the research in this area has focused on 
the formal prope11ies of bilingual speech behavior, and most pruticularly of code-switching. 
Over the past fifteen years, for example, Myers-Scotton (e.g. , J 993, , 2002) has developed 
the Matri x Frame Language model: that is, the theory that code-switched utterances have a 
matrix language (most simply put, a language which provides the syntactic framework of the 
utterance) and an embedded language (from which morphemes may be taken but generally 
conform to the syntactic constraints of the ll:latrix). While this theory is an interesting 
attempt to explain switches from a formal perspective, it can be criticized on several counts. 
The first of these is the validity of the formal analyses themselves: how valid is the concept 
that there always is a matrix langu age and how useful is this concept once we acknowledge 
that the matrix langLtage can even converge with the embedded language (c.f. Myers-
Scotton, 2002)? Furthermore, code switching analyses which aim to posit fom1al universals 
such as matrix and embedded languages require clear separation of the languages which are 
being used in order to identify switches and to demarcate exact switch points. However, 
such separation and demarcation are often difficult, if not impossible. In cases where both 
languages arc closely related and share some lexis and phonology, and/or where neither 
language has inflection which could indicate whether non-native items are in fact switches 
or boffowcd (and assimilated) items, it can be difficult to determine whether switches are 
actually occmring and if so at which point. The same problem occurs where languages are 
spoken by some populations with phonological and syntactic interference/borrowing from 
another language at all times (c.f. Woolard, 1988). 
Myers-Scotton di scusses borrowing in her more recent forma l analyses (c.f. Myers-Scotton. 
2002: 239) and even before this, recognized the problem of distinguishing borrowing from 
switching in her writings on the interpersonal aspects of code switching (e.g. Myers-Scotton 
1988). She argued in this work on interpersonal dimensions of code switching that the 
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problem of distinguishing switching from borrowing should not be addressed on a structural 
basis but in terms of the social significance of the switched/borrowed item. Her claim was 
that items 'which carry social s ignificance (as a negotiation) constitute code switching while 
those which do not are borrowings' (Myers-Scotton, 1988: 160). Yet this solution only 
replaces the question of what is a borrowed or a switched item with the potentially more 
difficult question of what is socially significant. 
Myers-Scotton's matrix language theory is also problematic for the present study for another 
reason. Whether or not it increases our understanding of the cognitive aspects of 
bilingualism and code switching, or assists us in identifying the dominant language in a 
given sample of switched speech, it does not contribute to our understanding of the reasons 
for and effects of code switching. lt does not situate code switching within a historical, 
political and economic context, or consider switching in relation to the identities and social 
relationships of speakers. This renders it marginal to the issues discussed in this thesis. 
This criticism, however, docs not apply to the entirety of Myers-Scotton's work, as she also 
addresses the significance of code switching as an index of interpersonal relations. 
According to her model: 
all linguistic code choices are indexical of a set of rights and obl igations 
holding between participants in the conversational exchange. That is, any 
code choice points to a particular interpersonal balance ... ' (Myers-Scotton, 
1988: 152). 
Myers-Scotton further posits a ' markedness' model. She argues that in any given context, a 
particular code will constitute the ' unmarked' choice. As she puts it: 
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[social) norms determine the relative markedness of a lingl1istic code for a 
particular exchange, given the association of the code with a specific rights 
and obligations set (Myers-Scotton, 1988: 155). 
It is up to speakers then whether they will comply with social norms and use the 
unmarked code, or whether they will challenge those norms by using a ' marked' 
code, thereby renegotiating the terms of the relationship between speakers. 
Myers-Scotton's model of markedness, which is based on the conceptualisation of 
code switching as an interpersonal device, can be useful for describing code choice 
in multilingual contexts, as it provides a vocabulary w ith which to address the 
patterns and deviations which occm in any such context. The model provides us not 
only with an ilwentory of switching patterns (sequential unmarked cho ices, overall 
switching as the unmarked choice, code switching as a marked choice, permissible 
marked choices, exploratory choices), but with a reason - the negotiation of social 
relationships - in terms of which we can investigate any instance of code switching. 
However, Myers-Scotton's emphasis on the interpersonal aspect of code switching is 
also a weakness of her work. Interpersonal relationships can only be understood 
within a social context: who speakers are, and their social closeness, dis tance, power 
or subordination arc all established within the framework of a particular society and 
culture. Yet Myers-Scotton 's discussion of code choices includes no in-depth 
analysis of the social contexts in which they occur. She does not discuss, except in 
passing, the socio-economic conditions, political models and c limates, or inter-ethnic 
rivah-ies and affi liations which underlie the code choices she describes. To analyse 
code choices as a negotiation of individual positions - which necessarily occm in 
relation to social conditions - without a thorough investigation of what those 
conditions are is at the least a wasted opportunity and at the most a threat to the 
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validity of the analysis. Of course, the markedness model does not preclude such 
investigations where researchers recognize their importance. 
One researcher who has provided a fuller model for the analysis of code switching is 
Peter Auer (e.g. , 1984,, 1988,, 1998), although he refers to the wider phenomenon 
as ' language alternation' rather than code switching. In Auer's model, language 
alternation is classified according to two sets of distinctions: code switching I 
transfer and participant-related I discourse-related alternation. For Auer, transfer 
refers to the insertion of a different-language clement into same-language speech. 
After the insertion of the transferred element, the original language of 
communication is resumed. Code switching, on the other hand, refers to the change 
to a new language of communication which is maintained until another transfer or 
switch occurs (Auer, 1984). This distinction allows us to separate instances of 
bon·owing or quoting, for example, from more stable and prolonged changes in the 
language of communication and in doing so to explore the usually different 
motivations for the two types of alternation. 
Auer's second distinction, that of discourse- versus participant-related alternation, 
regards whether the language change is related to changes in the nature of the 
communicative context or in the personal characteristics of the participants. 
Differences in speaker competence and preference can motivate participant-related 
alternation, whereas contextual changes in participant constellation (speaker 
grouping), topic, and purpose of talk can lead to di scourse-related alternation (Auer, 
1988). In making this distinction, Auer separates language alternation which is the 
result of the language proficiency of the speakers and language alternation which is 
the result of broader concerns, such as textual organization or social norms of 
language choice. 
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Auer's model is particularly useful for the analysis of language alternation in L2 
classroom contexts, where some cases of alternation may be the result of 
considerably different levels of proficiency in the two languages, while other cases 
may be related to social factors. His identification of textual functions of alternation 
(e.g. cohesion) is also useful in L2 classroom contexts, where teachers and students 
frequently discuss L2 texts in the LI. A further strength of Auer's work is that it 
recognizes the complexity of language alternation: the final chapter of Auer (1984) is 
dedicated to examples of language alternation which fit between or across the 
categories in his taxonomy. Jo fact, Auer describes his model as procedural rather 
than classificatory and states that although it should be applicable to language 
alternation in contexts other than the one he researched, it is not intended to be 
universal (Auer, 1984: 95). 
The weakness of Auer's work in relation to the present research (although not 
necessarily a weakness of his model) is that despite his own calls for an integration 
of grammatical, macro-sociological and conversation analytic approaches to code 
switching (Auer, 1988: 209), and aside from some comments on the linguistic 
prospects of migrant speech communities ( c. f. Auer, J 984), his work remains firmly 
at the conversation analytic level. In-depth and integrated analysis of the historical) 
cultural and socio-economic conditions within which his speakers operate is 
subordinated to the analysis of spoken interactions. 
This is a weakness avoided by Gal, who states that in order to understand the 
differences between code switching practices and between the comm.unities which 
use them, we need: 
a comparative analysis that interprets codeswitching practices not only as 
conversational tools that maintain or change ethnic group boundaries and 
personal relationships but also as symbolic creations concerned with the 
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construction of 'self and 'other' wit/Jin a broader political economic and 
historical contc.rt(Gal, 1988: 247, emphasis added). 
Gal's work analyses not only socio-political and economic conditions at the local level, but 
the national and international relations of power wilhin which local comnrnnities, groups 
and individuals operate. Integral to her analyses are the historical events and processes 
which have contributed to present day social relations. Gal's work on linguistic minorities in 
central Europe, for example (e.g. Gal, 1979,, 1987,, 1993, , 2001), has focused on the 
particular historical and economic relations which have resulted in cultural and liuguistic 
domination, and the resistance this engenders. 
As suggested perhaps by Gal's emphasis on the significance of local and international 
economic relations, her work takes a Marxist (or neo-Marxist) angle. She explains that: 
[b ]ecause codeswitching usually involves the use of a state-supported and 
powerfully legitimated language in opposition to a stigmatized minority 
language that bas considerably less institutional support, it can also provide 
fresh evidence of what neo-Marxist culture theory .. . identifies as 
"consciousness": how speakers respond symbolically to relations of 
domination between groups within the state, and how they understand their 
historic position and identity within a world capitalist system structured 
around dependency and unequal development (ibid.). 
Yet according to Gal, her own work and that of neo-Marxists in general has 
moved away from purely materialist analyses to incorporate the anthropological 
interest in symbolism and discourse (Gal, 1989: 345). Thus Gal's work draws on 
the anthropological theory ofBourdieu (e.g., 1977a,, 1977b,, 1991) in lts 
exploration of the differential value of languages as a form of social capital and 
the resulting differences in the symbolic value of those languages. However, the 
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incorporation of such ideas can be seen not so much as a departure from the 
neo-Marxist approach as an i11clusion of language within it. Language becomes 
another resource positioned within a marketplace: what Bourdieu calls the 
'linguistic marketplace' (1977a). This does not diminish the value of Gal's 
research, but simply clarifies the degree to which it remains within a neo-
Marxist framework. 
Where Gal's work does make a departure from neo-Marxism is in its 
acknowledgement of the many ways in which members of minority groups resist 
economic and symbolic domination through their language practice. Bourdieu ' s 
theories fail to account for the possibility of resistance to domination, presenting 
instead what has been called an 'overly deterministic' view (Woolard, 1985: 
746) of domination. In contrast, Gal draws our attention to the fact that: 
the sociolinguistic evidence argues for a less totalizing conception of 
societal reproduction than Bourdieu's view, one that emphasizes the 
active, though often self-defeating, resistance of subordinate groups 
through solidarity-based linguistic practices. (Gal, 1989: 354) 
In fact, Gal's work forms part of the valuable body of sociolinguistic litcrattire 
which challenges Bourdieu's theory through the scrutiny of ethnographic 
evidence and from which the present study takes its cue. 
Another researcher who has successfully incorporated the analysis of macro 
level social factors into her studies of code switching is Woolard. Some of 
Woolard's writing has explored and critiqued sociolinguistic theory (e.g. , 1985, 
Woolard, 1994), while other pieces have centred on the socio-eco110111ic 
conditions underlying linguistic behaviow·s in particular contexts (e.g. Woolard 
and Gahng, 1990). However, Woolard's work also includes micro level analysis 
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of switching in everyday Catalonian settings, which is then interpreted in terms 
of the political and economic relations between Castilian and Catalan speaking 
populations there (e.g. , 1988, , 1989). 
Woolard's integration of macro and micro level analyses achieves what others 
have called for but not accomplished (e.g. Auer, 1988, Gal, 1988) in that it 
includes detailed transcription and analysis of spoken texts within broader 
discussions of intergroup relations (c.f. Woolard, 1988). In this regard, it is a 
fuller analysis even than the work of Gal, which tends not to include examples 
of actual spoken exchanges. For this reason, Woolard's work is also taken as a 
model for the present study. The only respect in which it, like Gal's work, is 
insufficient for this purpose is that it addresses speech in the broader community 
rather than in the classroom. 
Much of the code switching research done by Heller, on the other hand, focuses 
specifically on school contexts in bilingual Canada (e.g. Heller, 1996,, 1999,, 
200 I). It combines discussion of historical events and processes, including the 
development of national language ideologies and movements. with government 
and school policy and the imposition of linguistic norms, the construction of 
group and individual identities, and the particular linguistic behaviours which 
both create and respond to these conditions. For Heller language use is a form or 
social action within a social structure {Heller, 1999: 274), and the two must be 
understood in complementarity. 
Heller's particular concern in the Canadian school studies is to explore the 
notion of legitimate language put forward in the work of Foucault and Bourdieu. 
She aims to exrunine: 
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how specific kinds of language practices arc Jcgitimized ... how 
legitimizing those practices helps advance or marginalize the interests of 
different groups ... [and] what this tells us about the development of 
relations of power among such groups through the process of bilingual 
or multilingual education (Heller, 2001: 382-3). 
A central question which arises for Heller in this exploration is whom education 
in the bilingual school context is for (Heller, 2001: 386-7): who belongs in the 
school and how they benefit from it. However, her approach to the constrnction 
and reproduction of such discoW'ses is, like Gal and Woo lard's, one which 
allows for contestation and resistance. Heller rejects Foucault and Bourdieu 's 
monolithic visions of domination, suggesting rather that in every context of 
unequal power relations, there is a range of possible articulations, from the more 
highly bound and structlli'ed to the more loosely connected (Heller, 1996: 7). 
She argues that: 
No matter how tightly articulated the structlu·e of society, there are 
always interstices; that is, spaces where structures fail to seal 
hermetically, and which provide sites ... where different practices of 
resistance (those of students and/or teachers) can be developed and 
where different world views can be articulated (ibid.). 
ft is this recognition of the potential for resistance to domJ11ation, together with 
Heller's combination of comprehensive and detailed social and linguistic 
analyses, which are taken as guiding principles for the present study. 
Heller's work certainly achieves its own goals; however, the relevance of its 
methods and findings to the present study is somewhat li11.1Hed due to the 
differences between tbe two contexts. Some of the textual features examined by 
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Heller in the Canadian high-school classroom, for example turn taking structures 
(Heller, 2001), are not relevant (or are relevant in a different way) in a primary 
school clac;sroom with a strongly teacher-centred culture. Another difference is 
much lower second language proficiency in the Nalae context, leading it perhaps 
to have a larger role in code choice than it did in the Canadian setting. There are 
of course other major differences between the two contexts - relative language 
status, age of the students, teaching methods and techniques, and access to 
resources, for example - which require that the present study modify somewhat 
the areas and issues for examination. 
Research into bilingual education and code switching which is more comparable 
to the work presented in this thesis has been carried out by Hornberger. Her 
earlier work includes a study of Quechua and Spanish use in two Peruvian 
schools, one of which was implementing a bilingual teaching program 
(Hornberger, I 988). This study situates itself across the disciplines of the 
sociology of language, anthropology and educational policy studies (Hornberger, 
1988: 3), drawing on each of these fields to arrive at a comprehensive analysis 
of language in the nation, the commuuity and the classroom. 
Hornberger applies Hymes' SPEAKING framework (Hymes, J 974: 53-62) in 
order to examine language use at the community and school levels. Her analysis 
of language in the classroom also makes use of a simplified discourse analysis 
based on the work of Sinclai r and Coulthard (1975) and of code switching 
classifications. It is from this model that the present study draws its structure, 
although not its methodology, beginning with an analysis of the policy, moving 
on to a discussion of lan,b'1.1age in the commu11ity, then presenting case studies of 
selected classrooms. 
169 
A key strength of Hornberger's 1988 study is its integration of macro and micro 
level description and analysis. The use of Hymes' SPEAKING model allows 
Hornberger to focus on the setting and participants of speech events and acts, 
and by doing so, to situate instances of language use at the micro level in a 
broader, macro level context. More specifica lly, the use of the SPEAKING 
framework allows us to understand the classroom as a microcosm of the vi II age, 
where language choices in both contexts are dependent on the characterisation 
of the setting, participants and purpose of the communicative act as 'allyu' or 
'non-allyu ' (or v illage and non-village). The micro/macro focus is further 
facilitated by Hornberger's integration of the other analytical approaches 
mentioned above such as pol icy studies and discourse analysis, which address 
the macro (policy) and the micro (classroom language) levels respectively. 
Despite these strengths however, Hornberger's early work lacks some of the 
analytical delicacy of her later work. While Hymes' SPEAK.ING framework 
facilitates the description of conununicative events, it does not specify tools for 
detailed linguistic analysis, especially in bi lingual exchanges and in classrooms. 
Hornberger compensates for this by adapting Sinclair and Coulthard's (1975) 
twenty-two speech act classifications, but her reduction of the number of speech 
acts to five somewhat reduces the specific ity of the original model. Furthermore, 
while the adapted Sinclair and Coulthard model allows for the compilation of an 
inventory of speech acts, these acts become removed from their context and 
cotext (i.e. surrounding text), and remain strnct11rally unanalysed. There is some 
discussion of instances of code switching in the classrooms and community, 
with mention of inter and intra sentential switching, translation, and speech acts 
(Hornberger, 1988: 113), however the study did not integrate code switching 
theories which could have further expanded this discussion. 
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Horbcrgcr's later work (e.g. Hornberger, 2003b) presents a much more highly 
developed model for the analysis of bilingual behaviour at all levels. This 
model, called the 'continua of biliteracy', is described by Hornberger as: 
A comprehensive, ecological model r have proposed as a way to situate 
research, teaching, and language planning in multilingual settings 
(Hornberger, 2003b: 323). 
The model includes four nested and intersecting sots of continua, each 
containing tlu·ee continua within it. These are: contexts (micro- > macro, oral -
> literate, bilingual -> monolingual); development (reception -> production, 
oral - > written, L I - > L2); content (minority-> majority, vernacular - > 
literary, bilingual - > mooolingual); and media (simultaneous - > successive, 
dissimilar -> similar structures, divergent- > convergent scripts). The model 
suggests that all points on the continua are interrelated (Hornberger, 2003b: 
325), and Hornberger argues that the more area covered on each continuum, the 
greater the chances for full bilingual and biliterate development (ibid.). 
As demonstrated in the 2003 collection of articles edited by Horberger, the 
model can be applied to a range of research settings and questions with 
interesting outcomes (see for example Bloch and Alexander, 2003, Baker, 2003). 
It constitutes a development on the earlier models used by Hornberger, firstly 
due to its potential as a guide for complex investigations which seek not only to 
describe linguistic behaviour, but to identify relationships between the various 
aspects of that behaviour. It is also more highly developed than the SPEAKJNG 
model, for example, in that it not only provides a framework for analysis, but 
makes a theoretical postulation regarding the outcomes of particular language 
practices. 
f 
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Unlike work specifically focused on code switching, however, the continua 
model does not present a means for the structural analysis of sv,titched speech or 
a theory regarding the social, pedagogical and interpersonal motivations for 
code switching in communities and classrooms. For this reason it has not been 
adopted as the overarching framework for the present study, although it was 
taken as an inspiration for the study and a guide to areas for investigation, and 
its insights have been incorporated into the chapters which follow. 
Homberger's collaborative work with Chick (e.g. , 2001), however, has been 
used extensively in the analysis of classroom code choice which follows. This 
work presents the concept of 'safetalk' to describe and explain typical L2 
classroom language patterns where speaking, reading and writing often serve 
social rather than teaching and learning ptu·poses. The 'safetalk' concept is used 
to describe language practices which are highly ritualized and predictably 
structured but require little cognitive work on the part of students. These 
practices are 'safe' in that the students (and teacher) do not risk demonstrnting 
their lack of L2 proficiency and thus the overall educational ineffectiveness of 
classroom activities in that language. They give the appearance of instructional 
interaction in the classroom (their social purpose) while requiring little 
engagement with cw-riculum content (a teaching and learning purpose). 
Hornberger explains safetalk as follows: 
[Safctalk practices] are all practices that have arisen over time in an 
attempt to create a learning atmosphere against great odds produced by, 
among other unfavourable contextual circumstances, the gap between 
the language of instr uction ... a11d the language the children speak and 
understand ... (Hornberger and Chick, 200 I: 41 ). 
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As is indicated by the very disparate research contexts which the authors 
respectively observed (Peru and South Africa), the concept of safctalk is highly 
transferable across contexts. Indeed, the concept of safetalk is central in the 
analyses of the Lao context which follow. 
The studies of language practices discussed above constitute some of the key 
work which has been done in this field and some of the key theories which have 
been applied to classroom analyses in the present study. However, as will 
become apparent in the following discussion, there is a range of other pertinent 
studies from around the world which can be applied to the linguistic data from 
Nalae and can contribute to our understanding of language, education and 
identity there. 
173 
6 Saisana: Vigilance, resistance and acquiescence 
6.1 Introduction 
The following chapter is the first in the series of three classroom case studies presented in 
this thesis. It discusses the language practice of Saisana and her students in relation to the 
policy discourses explored in chapter four, making use of the theoretical frameworks 
outlined in the previous chapter. 
6.1.1 Saisana 
Saisana47 is a friendly and outgoing teacher in her late twenties with a strong personality and 
an open and direct manner. She is ethnic Tai-Lue and was born in the village of Ba:n ;):m, 
directly across the river from the district centre, but is now married to a Kmhmu man and 
lives in the district centre with him and their son. 
Like other Lue people in the town, Saisana can speak Kmhmu fluently in everyday 
situations, although her Kn1hmu includes a significant proportion of Lao borrowing, like that 
of most district speakel's. Saisana learned Kmhmu while at secondary school with Kmhmu 
students from neighboring villages. Since that time, her command of Kmhmu has further 
improved. This has no doubt been facilitated by having a Kmhmu partner and in-laws, and 
by having taught Kmhmu children for around ten years. 
Since graduating from her third year of secondary school in 1996, Saisana has taught first 
and second grade in t:Ju·ee villages in Nalae municipality48 and has attended a teacher 
upgrading coLu-se offered in another district of Luang Nam Tha during school holidays for 
three consecutive years. The year this research was carried out was Saisana's second year 
teaching in the village of Ha:d Kha:o .49 
47 This is not her real name. 
48 Comprising the three villages in the district centre and five surrounding villages. 
49 Also not the real name. 
174 
6.1.2 Ha:d Kha:o village and school 
Ha:d Kha:o is a village of 225 people~0 on the western bank of the Tha river and along the 
dirt road that leads from Luang Nam Tha to Nalae district centre. In fact, the village is only 
a few kilometers outside the district centre and visits to and from the centre are frequent. 
The village was established in 1979 as the administrative centre of the newly created 
district, but the centre was then moved to its current site in 1983 and Ha:d Kha:o 
subsequently became a mixed village of Kmhmu Ro:k, K.mhmu Yuan and Kmhmu Lue 
migrants, for the most part farmers. 
The language situation in the village is thus complex, including speakers of three Kmhmu 
dialects with varying levels of Lao proficiency. Although a detailed survey was not carried 
out, observation suggests that all men in the village have at least a near fluent command of 
Lao for commercial and routine official purposes, while most women have a fluent 
command for everyday communication such as buying and selling at the market and a 
moderate command for other purposes. However, the language for communication among 
villagers and between villagers and other Kmhmu people who come to the village is 
Kmhmu. No parents were noted to speak Lao with their children, and indeed when children 
first arrive at the school they generally have no command of Lao, perhaps with the 
exception of some greetings. 
A school was built in Ha:d Kha:o in the first years of the establishment of the village, but 
in 2005 this still consisted of a one-room bamboo structure with lattice windows, a thatched 
roof, and home-made wooden benches and tables. This structure accommodated a 
multigrade class of seven second graders, twelve first graders, and two 'preschoolers•st, as 
so This is the number given In Nalae District Education Bureau records for 2005. 
51 As there is no preschool in the village, children can be enrolled for a 'pre-first grade' year 
in which they attend classes but sit at the back and are not expected to complete written 
work or participate in reading drills. 
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well as the occasional younger sibling being babysat while parents were away at their fields, 
and lhe occasional parent or grandparent lhere to be a part of the action. 
Despite the cramped and uncomfortable conditions, the students of Ha:d Kha:o are keen 
and lively. One bright and extroverted second grader tends to dominate the room, but is 
followed closely by several other top students, and watched by a few st:rugglers. First 
graders range from competent to bewildered, and bewHdennent is especially characteristic 
of those enrolled as 'preschool' students only. The atmosphere in the room is one of rowdy 
confusion before and after classes, but more or less quiet attention during teaching, 
punctuated by the occasional scuffle or scold. 
6.1.3 Students' Lao language proficiency 
Saisana claims that the second graders and repeat first graders all have a command of basic 
Lao, while the preschoolers and new first graders tend not to: 
Mostly it's the preschoolers, they don 't know Lao. The students who are 
already studying, they all know it. For ftrst grade, the ones who've repeated 
all know it. There are only six or seven students who don't know Lao. If they 
know, they only know a few things like 'go to school' and 'school's out', 
about that much. 
Observation of and communication with the students in and out of the classroom suggests 
that at the beginning of the school year, all but the preschoolers and begillll1ng first graders 
are able to carry on very simple conversations about daily life in Lao, but prefer to speak 
Krnhmu if possible. Their Lao vocabulary seems generally limited to common school and 
household items/activities, foods and animals. As the year progresses, new first graders 
gradually arrive at the same level although the amount of language learning by preschoolers 
appears less. Most of these are reluctant to respond to or speak in Lao, although this may be 
reflective more of shyness than a Jack of receptive competence. 
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6.1.4 Outline of the chapter 
The purpose of this chapter is to examine the language of Saisana's Ha:d K.ha:o classroom 
in order to identify the ways in which the discourses of power and solidarity explored in 
Part One are reproduced or contested in this classroom context. The discussion begins with 
an analysis of language practices which constitute what I have called o 'monolingual Lao 
vigilance' on the part of the teacher, thereby reproducing the discourse of Lao ethnic and 
linguistic centrality. rt then moves on to consider how this vigilance is resisted by the 
students and how the students' resistance is accommodated by the teacher's 'passive 
acquiescence'. These processes of reproduction and contestation of official discourses in the 
classroom are then considered in the context of Saisana 's attitudes and practices in the 
broader commtmity. Finally, a conclusion is drawn regarding the nat11re and causes of the 
particular language choices being made in Saisana's classroom and their relationship to 
national level discourses. 
6.2 Saisana's classroom language 
6.2.1 Monolingual Lao vigilance 
6.2.1.1 Kmhmu switches as backstage language 
Of the sixteen hours of class time observed in Ha:d Kha:o, Saisana uses Kmhmu on only 
four occasions, each time for only a single utterance. The first of these occurs when she has 
moved into the final stage of the lesson, where first grade students arc copying the shapes 
they have been taught into their exercise books. Until now, the entire lesson (47 minutes) 
bas been conducted by the teacher in Lao. As Saisana walks around checking the students' 
work, the following exchange takes place: 
T: [To Sl, a prcschoolcrj Bo: to:ng khi:an Chre:. 
Don't write, Cha: [student's name}. 
(Taking book) Bo: to:ng khi:an Ch<l:l:, ao pa vai. 
Don't write, Cha:. Put it away. 
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S2 [a first grader] 6 pe khien 
I'm not rwiting. 
T Eh hmeh pe khien? Mm? Eh hmeh pe khien? 
JW/y Bl'Cn't you writing? Hm? JW/y aren't you writing? 
S2 (?) hooy. (?) guaac (?) 
(?)playing (?) scratching (?) 
T [To S2] Breng, hai khu: breng. (Taking book) Ni:, breng cha:k an ni:, pim an ni: ni:. 
Let me see, let me see. (Taking book) Herc, look at this one. this book here. 
Jn this instance, Krnhmu (shown in bold above) is used as part of a management52 
interaction with an individual student. The teacher is hurrying to check everyone's books 
and responds to this student's comment in KmJ1mu perhaps as a way of achieving the 
intended management outcome most efficiently in a situation where there has been a 
breakdown of sorts (the student's not writing). Saisana uses Kmhmu to elicit information 
quickly from the student, but switches back to Lao for the more predictable and routine 
purpose of giving instructions. Of course the use of Kmhmu here by Saisana is triggered by 
the Kmhmu statement of the student and could be seen as a sort of participant-related switch 
with the simple purpose of accommodating the student. However, in most exchanges where 
students use Kmhmu to respond to the teacher, Saisana docs not switcb to Kmhmu. In this 
case, tbc decisive factors appear to be the fact that the teacher is aiming for maximum time-
efficiency and that K.mhmu segment of the exchange constitutes an unpredicted breakdown 
in classroom management which must be quickly overcome rather than a content leaching 
interaction. 
52 For the present analysis, classroom discourse was classified as 'content', 'management', 
'interpersonal' or 'metalinguistic' discourse. This is similar to Ferguson's (2003: 39) 
'curriculum', 'management', and 'interpersonal' classification but adds the category of 
'metalinguistic' to include utterances with the function of explicit language teaching of any 
macroskill. See chapter one for a discussion of this. 
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Firstly, K.mbmu is used as a time-saving strategy in order to allow the teacher to carry on 
with her initial goal of checking every student's progress. Martin (1996) notes time saving 
as one common motivation for code switches by the teacher into students' LI. If this is 
indeed Saisana 's motivation, then her use of Kmhmu, at least in some cases, should be 
trnderstood as more pragmatically than ideologically motivated. That is, it should not be 
considered the result of a desire to actively maintain the presence of the LI so much as a 
practical concession in order to get something 'out of the way' with the least disruption. 
Saisana's comments support this interpretation: 
lf you only speak Lao, some people won't get it. They'll ask "Miss, what did 
you say? ".They' ll ask and it' ll s low it [the lesson] down. You have to speak 
both. 
The second characteristic noted in lhc above teacher-student exchange is that it is outside 
the formal 'script' of classroom discourse. That is, it is not a content teaching exchange, nor 
docs it involve the entire class, and nor is it a routine classroom interaction. Jt constitt1tes an 
unexpected glitch in classroom proceedings. Interestingly, although Saisana explains the 
necessity of both languages in the above quote, she relegates her use of Kmhmu lo such 
instances where the exchange is at the margins of classroom discourse, or constitutes an 
'unscripted' moment. 
Arthur (1996) uses the te1m 'backstage' la11g11age to refer to language relegated lo a 
secondary and unofficial status in the classroom. She notes that lessons in Botswanao 
primary schools (where sh1de11ts arc also learning in a second or third language) bear a 
strong resemblance to stage perfonnanccs. Teachers arc at once co-actors reciting the 
scripted ' lines' of the classroom in the official language, and directors, prompters and stage 
managers (1996: 25). When playing backstage roles, teachers use the LI, an acceptable 
choice in such 'invisible' contexts. Code-switching then becomes a means of distinguishing 
'doing lessons' and 'talking about them' (ibid: 27). 
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In a similar vein, Ferguson notes that: 
code-switching functions as a resource for the management of classroom discourse. 
Specifically, code contrast often contextualises a shift of 'frame' (Goffman 1974) 
away from lesson content and toward some 'off-lesson' concern - to discipline a 
pupi I, to attend to latecomers, to gain and focus pupils attention, for example. It may 
also demarcate talk about the lesson content from what we may refer to as the 
management of pupil learning; that is, negotiation of task instructions, inviting pupil 
contributions, disciplining pupils, specifying a particular addressee, and so on.' 
(Ferguson, 2003: 42) 
This analysis is consistent with Arthur's and with the material presented here. 
The above exchange is an example of the 'doing lessons/talking aboi1t lessons' distinction, 
or of the content/management contl·ast. Saisana uses Lao to give instructions to students on 
how to carry out a task, which they then go about. Here she and the students are 'doing the 
lesson'(i.e. lesson content), following the routine script of lesson instructions. However, she 
uses Kmhmu to respond to a student when he fails to do his part in the lesson, or deviates 
from the script (in this case, copying silently). Here she and the student are 'talking about 
the lesson' (lesson management). 
Such ' backstage', or unofficial use of Kmhmu occurs again at the end of another lesson. 
Saisana is giving her usual speech at the end of the day. The ('scripted') speech is in Lao, 
this time with Saisana telling the students that they should visit each other's houses in the 
evenings to do their homework together. The pattern observed with such end of school day 
speeches (not only in Saisana's classroom) was that the teacher wou ld give a brief 
monologue summarising the achievements of the day, extolli11g the virtues of study in 
general, or in some other way motivating the students to be diligent. However, on this 
occasion a student makes an 'unscripted' interjection in Kmhmu, which challenges the 
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teacher's suggestion and violates the usual monologic and oratorical nature of the speech. 
The student's unexpected comment is shown below with Saisana's response: 
S: (?) na lav (?) yaam pswam ab rMy. 
(?)she [i.e. llDother student] said(?) at night time there 8I'C ghosts [i.e. the students are afraid 
to leave their homes). 
T: Yaaxn pswam ab rMy go(?) yob (sruat). 
Iftherr: are 8flosts at night time then(?) go (eBl'ly}. 
Like the previous example, this comment is made to an individual student toward the end of 
the lesson in response to an unexpected comment in Kmhmu which contradicts the 'script' 
of the teacher. It does not constitute content teaching, is not routine practice, and contains an 
element of mockery or humor. For these reasons it can also be considered 'backstage' 
language. For such a comment, Saisana chooses Kmhmu, the unofficial, backstage lang1iagc 
of the classroom. 
This is not to suggest that all 'backstage' work of the classroom is carried out in Kmhmu. In 
fact, the majority is done in Lao. However, Kmhmu switches arc never made by Saisana for 
'onstagc' language (whole class, content teaching, or 'doing the lesson'). Thus ' backstage' 
status is a necessary but not a sufficient condition for Kmhmu switches. Other 
considerations, in this case timing and topic, combined with backstage status may make a 
switch to Kmhmu possible but not inevitable. Saisana describes her tendency to use Kmhmu 
for backstage purposes - non-content teaching and management ' breakdowns' - as follows: 
A So you speak Lao in the classroom for about what percent of the 
time? 
S Most of the lime it's Lao. [I] speak Krnhmu when we're taking a 
break [or] when we set up groups and they don't know how to count 
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off, 'one, two, three'. So when we set up groups and they don' t lmow 
how, we have to speak Kmhmu. 
6.2.1.2 Kmhmufor interpersonal, non-academic purposes 
AJ1other point to note here is that these marginal moments in classroom discourse, that is 
those which fall into the 'backstage' category, are sometimes also characterized by a 
lessening of tbe interpersonal distance between teacher and students. Saisana 's explanation 
of her use of Kmhmu in the 'ghosts' exchange is as follows: 
I just wanted to speak [Kmhmu] with them. I wanted to speak [it] with them, 
wanted to have a laugh. J wanted to make a joke with them. l wanted to be 
funny. Usually at the end of the lesson, I like to be funny with them. 
This explanation is by no means unusual. Jn fact, early analyses of code-switching focused 
on the in- and Ollt-group disti nction made by choosing the 'we code' or the ' they code' 
(Gumperz, 1982b). This distinction has since been refined by other researchers of code-
switching to a focus on 'social negotiations' (Myers-Scotton, 1988) and has also been used 
in the classroom code-switching literature, where use of the L 1 for interpersonal motivations 
has com111011ly been 11oted (e.g. Canagarajah, 2001). What this line of analysis emphasizes is 
the social distance or closeness speakers choose to express through code choice, and in this 
case, Saisana indicates that the motivation for her choice was indeed a desire to create 
closeness tlu·ough joking in Kmhmu. The signal that Saisana is a local and can speak the 
local language is intended to bring her c loser to the students. 
Saisana's explanation draws our attention to two important things: firstly , that Kmhmu is the 
language of humor in the classroom; and secondly that humor is not a centJ·al part of 
classroom discourse, but a transition from the classroom to the non-classroom context (as 
occurs ar the end of the teaching period). Thus we can see a connection between academic 
content related discourse (study habits), the classroom space, Lao language, and teacher 
authority (all 'onstage') on the one band, and non-academic discourse (the supernatural), the 
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village space, Kmhmu language and teacher solidarity, here expressed through humor (all 
'backstage') on the other. 
Simon (2001) sees such dichotomies in terms of the ' institutional' as opposed to the 'social' 
role of the teacher, an analysis which applies Goffman's 'shift in frame' concept (Goffinan, 
( 
1974). She notes these two distinct and concurrent frames of reference in the classroom, and 
the tendency for teachers to reserve the 'native' language for use in the 'social' frame 
(Simon, 2001: 317-318). We can see the extract above as an example of Ll use to create 
teacher-student solidarity in the classroom by shifting to the social frame. We can also see 
that it s imultaneously reinforces the status of Lao as the language of official or 
'institutional' classroom discourse, and the language of the great majority of teacher talk. 
6.2.1.3 Rejection of Kmhmu responses 
Jn addition to this backstage use of Kmlm1u in the classroom (into which category the two 
other observed instances of Kmhmu use by Saisana can be placed), Saisana's language use 
displays several other communicative patterns which reproduce the centrality of Lao 
language in the classroom. On the occasions when students provide a correct Lao answer to 
an elicitation, Saisana usually confirms their answers by saying 're' [yes] and/or by 
repetition. This follows the initiation-response-evaluation (JRE) pattern first formally noted 
by Sinclair and Coulthard (1975) and now accepted in the literature as perhaps the most 
common teacher-student interaction pattern, particularly in teacher centered classrooms such 
as those found in many post-colonial countries (Arthur and Martin, 2006: 181). Examples of 
typical IRF exchanges in Saisana's classroom can be seen in the following interaction: 
T: Hi:an visa: khanitsa:t rni ko:n hao hi:an ho:t bot thi: thao dai? 
We studied maths tl1c ot11cr day up to which chapter? 
S: Sip ct. 
Eleven. 
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T: Bot thi: sip et. 
Chapter eleveJJ. 
Ni: , mi: bo:n dai sonchai k.i:ao kap bot kao? Bceng va: chi: bot kao: hi:an ki:ao kap 
nyang? 
So, is there alJything you need to know about lesSOlJ nine? let's see if you remember: whnt 
did we learn about? 
S Hu:p vong 111011. 
Circles. 
T CE. Bot kao hao hi:an ki:ao kap hu:p sa:m che:, hu:p vong mon. 
Yes. ln lesson nine we learned about triangles and clrclc:s. 
The pattern of confirmation of student responses is different, however, when responses are 
given in Kmhmu. Saisana doesn't always explicitly confirm a correct Lao answer, especially 
in exchanges which are rushed or which are working towards another, final answer. 
However, she never confirms a correct K111h111u answer by replying 'yes' or by repeating it. 
When correct answers are given in Kmhmu, Saisana does one of two things. The first is to 
ignore the answer and repeat her elicitation, as in the following example: 
T: Po: ntng khoo:i hen bo: , ma:k si:da:? 
First grade, hove you ever seen n guava? 
Ss: Hen. 
Yes [lit 'see 'j 
T: Hen ju: sai? 
U1,11ere did you see it? 
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S: Yat da kung. 
In the village. 
T: Ha? 
Ha? 
S: Yat da kung. 
In the village. 
S: Suan. 
Gardon. 
T: Khre:i kin bo:? 
Have you ever eate11 011e? 
Interestingly, this teacher response is the same as that used when students give an incorrect 
answer in Lao, as in the following exchange: 
T: Le:o hao ao nyang hai an ni: nyai k:ua ha: sip kao? 
So what do we hove to put so it's bigger than fifiy-nine? 
S: Ha: sip ha:. 
Fifty-five. 
T: Hrn? Tong ao nyang? Ha? Thao dai? 
Hm? What do we have to put? Fla? How much? 
S: Hok sip. 
Sixty. 
T: CE. Hok sip. Hao tong ao hok sip, me:n bo:? 
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Yes. Sixty. We hnve to put sixty, right? 
This suggests that Saisaim's 'not hearing' the Kmhmu response is a clear indication to the 
student that it is unacceptable, and in fact in some cases the student follows with the same 
answer in Lao, for example: 
T: Mta h::>:t hi::an Khamsi: vao kap me: va: ne:o dai? (3) Ha? 
if1Jen he got home.. wlwt did K.hamsi say to his mother? (J) Ha? 
S: Un ma' yeeng pwm. 
That [his] mother sbould look at {bis} book. 
T: Vao ne:o dai? 
What did [he} say? 
S: Breng pim. 
Look at [hi<o] book. 
T: Breng pim bet nyang? 
Why [should she] look at [his] book? 
Saisaoa's second response to Kmhmu answers from students is to sometimes confirm the 
answer, then reformulate it into Lao, as below: 
T: Tha: va: thao Tham dai ma:k s::>:ng, ph::>: me: cha ny::>:ng ny::>: 
b::>:? 
if Tham got two [out of ten}, would /Jis parents congratulate /Jim? 
S: B::>:. 
No. 
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T: Mm. Cha het ne:o dai? Hm? 
Mm. What would they do? Hm? 
S: C6h. 
Scold [him]. I 
I 
I T: CE. Cha da:, no? 
Yes. They'd scold [him}, right? I 
This response also indicates to students that while the content of their answer may be 
correct, their language choice is not. Of course, the translation of student answers into L2 is 
a common strategy of teachers for introducing new vocabulary and structures in the foreign 
language classroom and could be understood as a simple recognition of Lao as the ' target' 
language, much as in any foreign language class. In fact, Saisana's frank response to the 
interview question below a1ticulates this view: 
A: What's your reason for wanting [them] to speak Lao [in the 
classroom]? 
S: I want them to know Lao! 
However, there is an importaJ1t distinction which must be made here. Saisana's classroom is 
not only a language learning classroom, but a content learning one too. It would be possible 
to forego language learning goals at times if students' engagement with the content were 
considered more important by the teacher. Jn fact, this occurs in other classrooms in Nalae, 
as will be seen in the following chapters. Some teachers prioritize content learning over use 
of the ' target' language to the point that, at times, Lao is not the target at all despite the fact 
that it is the language of the curriculum and texts. The fact that Lao is the target language in 
all content teaching in Saisana 's classroom is not a simple inevitabi \ity of the educational 
context, but a choice. Thus Saisana's language use can be seen to reproduce discourses of 
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Lao centrality which are not the inevitable result of practical constraints, but the result of 
her own ideologies of language in the classroom. 
6.2.1.4 Lao as safetalk 
ln any situation where students are required to w1derstand and express ideas through the L2 
as they are in Saisana's classroom, communication will necessarily occur on several levels. 
Simon (2001) uses Dabene's terms 'communication' and 'mctacommunication ' to make the 
distinction between communication in the L2 and communication about communication in 
the L2 (Dabcne, 1984). To these two, Simon adds the term 'metalinguistic communication' 
to refer to communication about the 'structure and functioning' of communication in the L2. 
In Simon's data, teachers frequently use tbe Ll for mctacommunicative (e.g. instructions) 
and metalinguistic (e.g. grammar explanations) purposes, although this pattern is not fixed. 
Others also note the rrequent use of the Ll to 'scaffold knowledge building' in the L2 
(Martin-Jones and Heller, 1996: 9). 
In Saisana's classroom metacommunicative and metalinguistic interactions occur rrequently, 
but because Saisana refuses to use the Ll for these, her metacommunicative and 
metalinguistic utterances may not be understood by the students. Aditionally, her refusal to 
use the Ll limits the type of metalinguistic communication Saisana can use. For example, 
she is not able to provide L1 glosses or orally annotate written texts in the Ll , two practices 
noted to occur in similar L2 classroom contexts (Arthur and Martin, 2006: 70, Lin, 1996: 
187-1 88). This leads to a situation where the responsibility for metacommunicative and 
metalinguistic support of students is taken Oil by their peers and parents. This will be 
explored in section 6.2.2.2 below. However, the point to be noted here is iliat in the absence 
of meaningful student engagement with curriculum content, which would normally involve a 
degree of Ll use by the teacher especially for metacommunicative and metalinguistic 
support, but also for communication of other complex ideas, Saisana must rely on safe, 
highly routinized practices which give the appearance of learning but may actually involve 
very little comprehension. 
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One of these practices is a call and response exchange noted in several lessons. This occurs 
in more and less scaffolded versions. At tbe less scaffolded end, the teacher writes a vowel 
on the board then adds several syllables combining this vowel and different initial 
consonants, for example 'cc', ' bo::', ka:', 'fa:', etc ('e, ,n, ,n, tfJ). She then leads the 
students through a reading of the 'words' (some of them are nonsense syllables), as in the 
following example. fn this case, the teacher has used two corresponding short and long 
vowels which the students learned the day before: 
T: Ao, ba:t ni: khu: si vao, vao sala la: la: le:o ao pako:p sai to:. 
Right, now l '11 soy [them}, I'll soy the vowels alone then add the consonants. 
An ni me:n sala nyang, an ni: ? Ba:ng phi breng phi. 
W!JBt vowel is U1js, this one? look over ht.'rc, look over here. 
An ni : me:n sala nyang? 
What vowel is this? 
Sl : Sala re 
The vowel 'ce '. 
Ss: Sala re 
The vowel 'a:'. 
T: Tha hao ao pako:p sai to: po: -
ff we add the letter p -
Ss: Po: 
Po: 
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T: Anni mE:n -
This is -
Sl: Pee 
Pre 
82: Pa: pian 
P for pia11. 
83: Pee 
Pa:. 
T: An ni mae:n (3) (writing) An ni me:n sala ce, n::i, sai to: p::i: -
This is {J) (writing) T/Jis is the vowel re, right, witl1 tl1e Jetter p -
S: Pw 
Pa: 
T: A:n va: ne:o dal? 
How do you say it? 
Ss: Pee 
Pa: 
T: Cht: nw:, sala re sai to: p::i:. 
Remember that, tfJe vowel a: with t/Je letterp. 
Ss: Pee 
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T: Chi: b::>:,Vanni:? (2) Chi: b::>:? 
Do you remember, Vanni? (2) Do you remember? 
Tha: hao sai to: o cha pen nyang? 
!fwe add the Jetter tJ: [silent consoJJantj what will it be? 
Ss: [some] CE. 
(continues with letter oo: and 'f, 'b', 'k', 'm'] 
In this extract, the teacher reads out the vowel (after the students' initial identification of it) 
and then reads out each consonant with which it is to be combined. Although some students 
may actually be reading the syllables, it is not necessary to be able to read them in order to 
produce the sounds the teacher is eliciting. All that is required is an oral combination of the 
two sounds she has read out, ce and 'p::>:' (the name for the Lao letter 'p'). This is more 
simple than it would be in English, as Lao letter names all follow the same rule of 
[represented phoneme + ::>:], except for the 'silent' consonant o:53 (with which most of the 
students have difficulty in the above example). Thus students need only identify the initial 
phoneme of the letter na111e and add it to the vowel being drilled. Of course, there is nothing 
wrong with such a drill in itself. 1t can in fact be a useful pre-reading exercise, as it 
familiarises students with the syllables resulting from different letter combinations. 
However, the problem in this case is that it is not being used as a pre-reading exercise, but 
as the reading exercise itself. 
53 The Lao writing system is a syllabic alphabet. Each syllable is written with the onset 
consonant in central position, a vowel diacritic to the left, right, above, below, or in a 
combination of positions around the central consonant, and an optional final consonant at 
the end. In the case of an empty onset - a syllable without a consonant onset - the central 
consonant position is filled by the letter '0'. This then acts as a kind of 'silent consonant', 
fi lling the consonant position in the writing system, but having no phonetic value. 
191 
( 
( 
After Saisana canies out this exercise, she uses two more highly scaffolded call and 
response exercises. She reads the syllables on the board through once for the students lo 
listen to while she points to them, then reads two syllables at a lime, again pointing, having 
the students repeat after her. She does this twice, interrupting her reading three times to 
explain the difference between the short and long vowel graphemes ~and"" (one has a 'tail'). 
Again, these exercises require no actual reading of the syllables on the part of the students. 
lt might be useful for them to see the writing on the board and hear the sounds being read, 
or to listen to the explanation, but it is nol reading practice per se. 
Rather, these three exercises are safe practices. There is little risk that students will 'read' a 
syllable incorrectly, in the first case because they are combining sounds already given, in the 
second case because they are silent, and in the third because they are echoing the teacher. 
Such exercises do not demonstrate real learning, but give the appearance of learning. It 
becomes clear when most students cannot read individually at the board during the next 
exercise but need to be led by the top student or the teacher (another safe alternative), and 
when a student 'reads' the syllables while pointing incorrectly and the rest of the students 
repeat incorrectly after him that the reading exercises up to now have been highly routinized 
and not particularly instructive: formal but not functional. This situation is mocked by the 
cheeky top student in second .!:,'Tade who, when leading a weaker student reading at the 
board, 'reads' out K.mhmu instead of Lao words and the weaker student repeats thcin 
unknowingly. 
This type of highly routinized classroom activity is refeITed to by Chick (1996), and 
Hornberger and Chick (2001) as 'safetalk'. With specific reference to reading in the 
Peruvian context, they recount that '[r]eading in this lesson consisted ofrepeating aloud 
what the teacher read from the board ... In most cases, students were not even looking at the 
words they were reading' (Hom berger and Chick 200 I : 40). They note of these classrooms 
more generally that 'pllpils could look and feel busy, yet little learning was going on since 
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there was little understanding' (ibid.). This seems an accurate description of Saisana 's 
classroom too, which is not surprising given that both contexts involve speakers of an ethnic 
minority language being taught in an L2 which is essentially foreign to them. 
The safetalk practices in Saisana's classes are not limited to call and response routines. They 
also include predictable questioning and word prompting, two other patterns noted by 
Hornberger and Chick (2001: 4 l). In the former, the teacher asks a closed question to which 
a choral class response is expected. When introducing new reading units to grade one, these 
questions are usually about whether or not the students have seen the objects referred to in 
the reading, for example: 
T: P;:>: ntng khce:i hen b;,:, sa:ng? 
First grade. have you ever seen an elepbont? 
Ss: Hen. 
l'es. 
T: Ha:? Hen b:l:, sa:ng? 
Ha? Have you seen an elephant? 
Ss: Hen. 
Yes. 
T: Hen ju: sai, di:ao ni:? 
Where: do you see It now? 
S: Hu:p. 
Picture. 
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T: CE:, hen ju: hu:p n:>, di:ao ni : te: b:>: hen man oya:ng ma:. Hcnju: hu:p. Le:o khre:i 
hen bo:, si:a? 
Yes, you see it jn the pkture, Jigh~ but you haven't seen one walking tu·ound. You see i't in 
the pkture. Now /uive you ever seen a t1'ger? 
Ss Hen. 
Yes. 
T: Ju: sai? 
WJ1ere? 
Ss: Hu:p. 
Picture. 
The usual expected response to these questions is a positive one and here the students 
provide exactly that, somewhat mystifying the teacher as in this case she probably expected 
a negative one (there are no elephants in this area). The students' answer is however correct 
(there are elephants in the picture) and the teacher accepts it and moves on. The point here 
is not that there is no comprehension - there clearly is, if students ar e able to identify where 
they have seen an e lephant - but that the question fo llows the usual pattern where all that is 
required of stlldents is a one word answer, usually in the affi rmative (perhaps the reason 
why students reply affi rmatively here). Simi lar exchanges occur regarding drinking glasses, 
guavas, and corn in the same lesson. 
At other times, all that is required in response to an elicitation is a word from the text. In 
these instances, Saisana often prompts students by giving them the preceding words and 
initial elements of the word or phrase itself. This is usually the case with second grade, and 
is exemplified in the following exchange where the teacher is reading out cloze questions 
written on the board: 
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T: [reading sentences on bj "Tha:o Khamsi: kap ma: tE: ho:ng hi:an le:o chok ao pim'' 
[fast; facing ss] Ao pim Ii: va: ao thong? 
"Khamsi comes /Jome from sc/Jool m1d takes his book''. 'fakes bis book or takes his bag? 
Ss: Ao pim. 
Takes his book. 
T: CE. Ao ptm o:k ma: duay khua:m lfacing ss] ne:o dai? 
Yes. "Takes bis book out with hn· ''what is it? 
Ss: Khua:m di: chai 
Happiness. 
T: CE. Duay khua:m di: chai. 
Yes. With happiru:ss. 
This is another low risk exercise in that it is not difficult for students to find the missing 
word by locating the previous words (and initial elements) even if they haven't understood 
the meaning of the words or the text as a whole. Sometimes students can provide the 
missing word by memory after having already heard the text read aloud several limes by the 
teacher. More proficient students can also rely on grammatical cues such as 'khuam', the 
nominalising prefix given in this example. As with the other safctalk practices mentioned 
above, this exercise minimizes the risk of incorrect answers from students by minimizing 
the degree of independent thinking and speaking required of them. The exercise thus fulfils 
the formal requirement of teacher question - student reply, but not what most observers 
would consider the functional requirement of effective teaching and learning. 
Hornberger and Chick explain the reasons for safetalk in a classroom which Hornberger 
observed as follows: 
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On the whole, characteristics of the oral interaction, reading, and writing in 
this lesson point to a failure in the learning of academic content in this class 
(and in others of which it is representative). It is our contention that the 
emphasis on copying as writing, on repetition (and con-ect pronunciation) as 
reading, and on teacher prompt-choral response as interaction, are all 
practices that have arisen over time in an attempt to create a learning 
atmosphere against great odds produced by, among other unfavorable 
contextual circumstances, the gap between the language of instruction 
(Spanish) and the language the children speak and understand (Quechua). 
(Hornberger and Chick, 2001: 41) 
That is, safetalk is a means of 'face-saving' (ibid: 42) whereby teachers manage to appear to 
be teaching productively in a second (or foreign) language, when in fact their students' 
learning is severely limited by the constraints of the situation. Such practices could be 
predicted in any ethnic minority education context where students are learning in a national 
language which they don' t speak, and in fact occur in all the other classrooms observed in 
Nalae. However, in the classrooms where teachers use Kmhmu for content teaching 
purposes, the proportion of safetalk is drat11atically smaller. The reason is simple: when 
students are being taught in a language they understand, the risk of incorrect or inadequate 
responses is lower. Complex pedagogical interactions in the students' L I are already 'safe'. 
6.2.2 Student resistance 
The communication patterns identified above indicate a reproduction of the discourse of Lao 
centrality by the teacher resulting from a combination of pragmatic and ideological 
motivations. Yet this is only half the picture. The students in Saisana's classroom, although 
participating in the reproduction of Lao dominance to a degree, also contest the role of Lao 
as the sole language of official teaching and learning. They do this by maintaining parallel 
Kmhmu discow·se not only due to the inevitable constraints of limited language proficiency, 
but to their will to use the Ll as an alternative to the L2. ln response to this discourse, 
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Saisana engages in a 'passive acquiescence' of sorts, whereby she allows the Kmhmu 
discourse to continue without using the language herst:lf. 
6.2.2.1 Students' and parents' use of Kmllmu for metacommunlcative purposes 
It was noted above that second or foreign language classroom interaction occurs on several 
levels, including the communicative, metacommunicative, and metalinguistic (Simon 2001: 
317), but that in Saisana 's classroom much of the metacommunicative and metalinguistic 
work is done by students (and sometimes parents), their being more willing to communicate 
in the LI than the teacher is. This leads to the presence of a parallel Kmhmu scaffolding for 
students telling them what they should be saying and doing and how, while the teacher 
carries on content teaching in Lao. 
Of course it is difficult to draw a clear distinction between metncommunicativc and 
communicative interactions, as any metacommunicative act is necessarily a communicative 
act too. Furthermore, many acts which appear to be simply communicative also have a 
metacommunicative function, thus an instruction such as 'Now answer the questions in 
groups' is at once telling students what the next activity is (communicative function) and 
telling them how they arc to communicate during that activity (metacommunicative 
function). 
Dabene specifies three metacommunicativc 'functions' or roles which teachers fulfill: 
information vector (vecteur d'informalion), moderator (mcncur de jcu), and evaluator 
(6valuateur); and a number of 'operations' which may be employed under each of these 
(Dabcnc, l 984: 41) For our purposes, metacommunicative acts will be taken to mean any 
act which directs how students communicate in the classroom in terms of their language 
production at the phonetic, syntactic, textual, prosodic and kinesic levels, or 
explains/interprets teacher talk in order to facilitate student communication. This definition 
allows for but is not limited to Dabcne's 'operations', which include ' informative', 
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'explanatory' and 'descriptive' metadiscourse, 'inducement of speech', 'warnings' and 
'corrections', among others. 
An example of a student's providing metaco111municative support in the form of an 
explanatory operation is given below. Jn this interaction, the student targeted by the teacher 
answers her elicitation incorrectly and is helped by a stronger student: 
T : Tha:o Si:vilay, an ni: me:n nyang? Si:vilay? 
Sivilay, what's U1is? Sivilay? 
SI: Hok sip. 
Sixty. 
T: Hok sip thao dai? (3) Hok thao dai? (3) A? 
Sixty what? (J) Sixty what? (J) Hm? 
82: Siivilay hnaay no! 
Sivilay, [it's] that one! 
T: Ha? 
Hm? 
SI: Hok sip ha:. 
Sh.:ty-flve. 
T: Hok sip ha:. 
Sixty· five. 
[n this interaction, Sivilay (the target student) has appeared to misunderstand what the 
teacher requires of him; that is to read out a particular number written on the board. When 
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he reads out the wrong number, his friend directs him to the right one. Of course, Sivilay's 
difficulty may have been due to more than language problems, but whatever the cause, 
support from a stronger student is given in the Ll. 
At other times, L l explanatory support is given to the whole class spontaneously by 
wh ichever student happens to have understood the 12 content first, as in the following 
example: 
T: [holding up picture] Tha: hao kin khao bo: la:ng mi: man cha pen be:p ni:. 
Khon pre pian. hen bo:? Hen bo? 
If we ate without wnshing our hnnd-;, It'd be //kc this. See the dirty people? See? 
S: Pe blia, g6n na. 
They're not nice {bt:autifiJVcl~], those people. 
T: [laughs] Khon pre pian dee:. 
Dirty people. 
Support is also given between students in the form of translation of teacher utterances into 
LI. This might be characterized as a mctacommunicative (or metalinguistic) interaction in 
that it has the function of explicati11g the initial L2 communication, however it may be 
argued that in fact these translations are not 'above' the level of the initial communication 
but simply parallel to it, and thus cannot be termed 'mctacommunicative'. At whatever 
level these translations arc considered to be, they do constitute a form of scaffolding 
provided by and for students due to the teacher' s reluctance to do so in tbe LI herself. As 
such, they exemplify the students' open and active maintenance of a Kmhmu language 
presence within classroom interactions. 
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An example is given below. In this exchange, the teacher is asking the first grade students to 
raise their hands if they have been good and deserve a sweet. When they don't respond, two 
of the top second grade students help them: 
T: Me:n phai bo: d+:, nyok mi: khin, me:n phai si bo: d+:, nu::n 
phai bo: di:? 
Who 's lJOt 11nughty, raise your hand, who's not going to be naughty? WJ10 'snot naughty? 
Ss [no-one raises hand] 
SJ: Me' pe dw? Ny8k 661 
Who's not nauglJty? JWso your h1J1Jds/ 
T: Ao, me: n phai ja:k kin, nyok mi: khin breng. 
So who wants to eat [sweets}? Put up your hands and let's sec. 
Ss [no bands] 
S2: (Bo) pe cu be'? Me' cu be'? 
Don'tyou want to est [them]? Mo wants to cat [them]? 
T: <E:. Bo: ja:k kin de: ce, so:ng khon a:cha:n si kin mot, khan phu: dai bo: nyok mi 
khin na:. 
Right. You don't wnnt to eat tl1em, so we two teachers wf!I cat them all if you don't put your 
Jmndsup. 
Ss: [second graders laugh] 
T: Nyok mt: khi:n breng, me:n phai bo: di? Nyok mi: khm ko:n. 
Put up your hands sod let's see, who's not naughty? Put up your hands first. 
200 
Ss [no hands] 
Sl: Ceeng, Sww, go meh me' gampe dw. 
Ceeng, Sww, who's not naughty? 
S2: Ceeng. Ny6k, Ceeng. 
Ceeng, put up [your hBll<i], Ceeng. 
Similar translation by students is shown in the example below, but in this case the 
translation is of content teaching: 
T: [to Sl] Na:ng Sintha:, an ni: me:n le:k nyang? (4) Ao luam khao kan b:n bamg. 
$jnd1a, what number is tJ1js? (4) Add tliem up first 011d see. 
S2: Lillun than me'? 
How much do they Mkluf2./a? 
T: Luam khao kan ba:ng. 
Add them up E111d see. 
S2: LlJ.aw than me'? 
How much do they odd up to? 
Sl: Chet sip ha:. 
Seventy-five. 
T: CE:. Chet sip ha:. 
Seventy-five. 
ln fact, throughout each lesson, students are quietly asking for and receiving this form of 
linguistic support from those sitting next to them in order to be able to understand what the 
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teacher is trying to communicate. With reference to the Sri Lankan context, Canagarajah 
calls this kind of support part of the "classroom underlife" (2001: 205) through which 
students are able to explore and clarify classroom content among themselves in the Ll. An 
example of this is seen below: 
T: [reading aloud] "Ja: vao kham phre ve:la: kin kbao". 
"Don't say dirry words when you 're coting. " 
Bo: to:ng vao kham phre. Phuak no:ng hu: bo:, kham phce? Hm? 
Don't say dirty words. Do you know "dkry words"? lfm? 
Ss: [a few] B:'>:. 
No. 
T: Bo: hu:? Ve:la: kin khao bo: to:ng vao, an ntng bo: to:t1g vao khi:, no. 
You don't know? When you 're eating, you mustt1 't soy, one is you mustn't say "poo ·~ right 
Bo: b:ng vao au chce au uay. 
Vou mustn 't say dirty, nasty things. 
Khi: bo:, bo: to:ng vao an nan an ni: la:m, ta:m an ki- an pa: an pian. 
Like "poo ·~ you musln 't soy this and that, IJ1ings like fil- dirty thi11gs. 
Bo: t:">:ng vao ma: ve:la: hao kin khao, dre:. 
We mustn 't say them wbe11 we 're eating, a/Jigbt. 
CE:. Hao to:ng - hi :an visa: pha:sa: La:o bot thi: sa:o ha:, "Ja: vao kham pha:". 
Right We must - we 'J·e studying Ltw language. lesson number twenty five, "Don't say dirty 
words'~ 
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[writing) "Ja: vao kbam phre". 
"Don't soy dkty words''. 
SI: Lquietly to friend] Meh hmeh phre? 
IVhot's pha:? 
S2: [quietly] Sng pe blia. 
Things that lll't:D 't nice {beautifiJJ/cleanJ 
In this example, the teacher is presenting information from a unit in the textbook about 
correct manners; in particular, what not to say when eating a rneal. The idea is something 
akin to our own taboos around 'ditiy words'. ln the above example, Saisana attempts to 
provide mctacommunicative support by giving examples ('poo'), paraphrasing(' You musu1't 
say dirty, nasty things'; 'you mustn't soy tl1is and that, things like Iii· dirty things) and repeating 
the new vocabulary ('Don't say dirry words). However, all of these strategies use the L2 and 
al least one student is clearly still confused (' What's pha:?). It is not until another student 
uses the LI to provide metacommunicalive support(' Things that aren't nice [beautiliJJ/clcBJJ)' 
that her confused classmate appears satisfied. 
Such student practices are concisely described by Arthur and Martin: 
'ln [L2] classrooms such as those in Botswana and Brunei, the official foreign 
medium can be seen as giving rise to a dislocation between, on the one hand, the 
teacher-centred routines wh ich are viewed as the main vehicle for teaching and, on 
the other hand, shared-language discussions among learners which took place more 
rarely but whjch were potentially useful sites of /~11ning. (Arthur and Martin, 2006: 
193) 
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6.2.2.2 Students' and parents' use of Kmlimufor managerial purposes 
At times, LI utterances are supportive not in a metacommunicative or more broadly 
metalinguistic sense, but in a ptrrely managerial way. This is seen below, when in the second 
week of term a parent instructs his son to copy the letters from the board: 
T: [to Sl, helping him hold his pen] CE:, chap be:p ni:, c:e: chap. 
Yes, JJo/d if like fhjs, yes, bold jt, 
P: [to S2] Khoon, Khoon, yeeng da gdaan, khien rot tOO ge hnaay em. Pe hlien aa? Gaay 
d6' ge gi. 
Khoon, Khoon, look at the blackboard lllld wrire the letters up there. Isn't it [your pen] 
working? Come flIJd get this one. 
In all these examples, students (and parents) arc taking on the roles of information vector 
and moderator in order to give mctaconununicative, metalinguistic, or managerial support in 
the L1 which the teacher has either failed to provide, or has provided ineffectively in the L2. 
They arc using Kmhmu openly on the classroom 'stage' with each other in order to balance 
the teacher's refusal to do so. The degree to which students do this demonstrates that it is 
not merely a matter of necessity, as children in simjlar contexts bave been shown to use the 
Ll with the teacher to a much lesser extent or even not at all ( c.f. Arthur, 200 I: 354). 
Rather, it is one possible strategy among several which tbey could choose. Of course, such a 
strategy is only likely to be employed with teacher acquiescence, more on which will be said 
in section 6.2.3 below. 
It is tempting to interpret these uses of the LI as a kind of ' banding together' among 
students in the face of difficu lt demands being made in the L2; as an articulation of 
Gumperz' (1982) 'we-code' principle, by which students are expressing their solidarity not 
only by helping each other, but by helping in the shared language as opposed to the official 
language of the institution. This interpretation would not be improbable, except that students 
in this classroom also use Kmhmu to exert control over each other as representatives of the 
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school order. Frequently, older (but sometimes same-age) students admonish younger ones 
for not conforming to the norms of school behavior as usually enforced by the teacher. 
Almost every lesson observed includes exclamations ofleetl [quiet!] both within and across 
class groups. Examples of other admonishments abow1d, two of which are given below: 
e.g. I. 
T: [To Sl] Ba:ng, A:i Kum. Ne:. (taking book out of student's bag) 
Let me see. Kum. Here. 
Ao o:k ma: khian. 
Take it out nnd write. 
(?) bo: hak sa: di: di:, pim na:. 
(7) [you} don't look after H well, [yow] book. 
Bceng. Paa.a thi thu! (?) pim. Anni: me:n kho:ng khu: hai? 
Let me see. Goshi(?) book. ls this the one J gave you? 
S2: [to S l] Phaasaa Laav go ah, khanitsaat go ah, t.O pe haksa. 
You'v" got the Lao [textbook] and the maths one, you don't look after them. 
e.g. 2. 
T: Ao, o:k ma: a:n. A:n thta la khon dee. 
OK, come out and read Read one at a [jme. 
Fang dre, tit ta:m dee. 
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Listen and follow [them}. 
Ne ne ne ne nc, so:ng khon na:! 
Hey hey hey hey hey, you two.I 
S: [to two students] A:i Gum, a:i That (ci c~h) sna n~~. 
Gum, Tho~ [I'll} scold you two, you know. 
ln these examples and others, students are using the LJ to articulate values associated with 
the classroom. In a sense, they are speaking on behalf of the teacher, but in the LI; 
reproducing a discourse of institutionalized discipline, but in a language not usually used by 
representatives of institutional power in this context. Thus a simple 'us' and ' them' 
dichotomy is not sufficient in explaining students' use of Kmhmu in thi s classroom. 
Lin discusses use of the Ll to admonish students (but in her case, by the teacher) in terms of 
suspending the [L2] pedagogic frame, highlighting a shift of concerns, and 
starting to talk to the students as "cultural member to cultural member", 
invoking and reaffim1ing native cultural nom1s and values" (Lin, 1996: 66). 
However, in the above examples students are not talking to each other as 'cultural 
members', the ideal of quiet submissive chi ldren being quite foreign in the Kmhmu village 
context. Here the admonishers are talking to the admonished as institutionalized versus oon-
institutionalized persons. 11Jus the common grouping of ' us/community/our values/L I ' in 
opposition to ' them/ institution/their values/12' docs not apply in this case. Rather, students 
are choosing to use their Ll both as the in-code of student-to-student assistance and the out-
code of institutionalized as opposed to ' natural' interaction. This contrasts sharply with the 
teacher's allocation of language roles in the classroom. Of course, it might be argued that 
students necessarily use their L 1 even for institutionalized interactions as this is the only 
language they ever speak to one another, but the point here is that they are making loud and 
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open remarks in the L1 on the classroom stage at all. The alternative - to be silenced by the 
prohibition or at least unlikeliness of the LI for this type of interaction - is equally possible. 
6.2.2.3 Students' 011-stage interactions In Kmhmu 
The institutionalized role of Kmhmu is further enforced by the students in their use of this 
language with the teacher. It was seen earlier that students sometimes engage in 'backstage' 
interactions with the teacher in their LI. However, they also carry out on-stage interactions 
in K.mhmu, despite the fact that Saisana participates in Lao. At times, the reason for this 
may be competence related; however, at other times the student's use of Kmhmu Is clearly 
not a matter of competence, as can be seen in this example: 
T: Kho: thi: s::i:ng. Me: vao kap Ju:k va: ne:o dai? 
Question two. What did tlw mod1cr say to iJer ciJi/d? 
S: Va: lu:k kcng 
That he was excellent. 
T: Va: lu:k keng. Keng, keng an ni: si (?) kht: kan bo:? Hm? 
T/Jnt he was e;rcellent. Excellent, exec/lent, that will(?) the some? Hm? 
Kho: thi: ning va:-
The first question said -
S: -va: sala:t 
- That [he was) intelligent. 
T: - vao ne:o dai? 
- what did [she) say? 
S: va: sala:t. 
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That (he was] intellige111. 
T: Sala:t ne:o dai? Yao ne:o dai, sala:t? 
!11telliger1t bow? How did [she] say [it], inte!Hgent? 
Kho: thi: ning me:n "tha:o Khamsi: vao kap me: va: ne:o dai", [quiet] me:n b::i:? (5) 
Me:n no? 
Question one was "Wbat did Kfamsi say to his mother·: right? That's righ~ isn 't it? 
[loud] Mi:a ma: hn:t ht:an, Khamsi: vao kap me: va: ne:o dai? (3) Ha? 
When he got home, what did KJ1amsl say to his 111otl1er? (J) Hm? 
S: Un ma' yeeng pwm. 
That [his] mother look st [his] book. 
T: Vao ne:o dai? 
What did he say? 
S: BCl!ng pim 
Look at [my/bis} book. 
T: Breng pim het nyang? (3) Breng pim het nyang? 
Look at his book for what? (J) look at his book for what? 
S: Yeeng de' khane:n. 
Look at the grade. 
T: (4) Tha:o Khamsi: vao kap me: va: ne:o dai? (2) M? 
(4) What did Khamsi say to his mother? (2) Hm? 
S: Va: lu:k keng. 
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That he 1vssexcellent 
T: CE:. Va: lu:k keng, me:n bo:? 
Yes. That be was exce/Jent, right? 
S: Khu: va: b::>: me:n. 
You said tlmt wasn't right. 
In this rather confusing exchange, the teacher begins by eliciting the answer to question two 
in the textbook. The student's answer is the same as the answer to the first question ('that he 
was excellent'), so the teacher reviews the answer to question one presumably with the 
intention of moving on to question two again later. However, the student seems to think that 
the teacher is still eliciting the answer to question two and when the teacher accepts the 
same answer she rejected in the beginning through her repeated questioning (because now 
it' s in response to question one), he answers back with "You said that wasn't right". 
There are several points to note regarding this exchange. Firstly, the student involved is the 
top student in grade two, who has a fluent enough command of Lao to discuss simple 
everyday topics and does so at other times. Thus it is highly unlikely that he is using 
Kmhmu to answer the question due to limited L2 proficiency. Secondly, it is clear from his 
switching that he is capable of providing Lao answers ('boeng pim', 'va: lu :k keng'). He 
presumably has the lexical and syntactic resources to have replied 'boong khane:n' rather 
than 'y~ng d~· khane:n' if he had chosen to do so. Thirdly, the student is actually 
translating Lao content from the text into Kmbmu in order to provide his Kmhmu answers. 
They are thus further from the text than Lao answers would have been, and do not display 
the common tendency to make quotations in the language of the original statement (Auer, 
l 984: 46). Finally, the student's last comment indicates a degree of frustration with the 
teacher. 
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All these characteristics support the interpretation that in this exchange, the student uses 
Kmhmu for an 'on-stage' content interaction not due to low L2 proficiency or as a textual 
device, but as a marker of resistance both to the teacher's angle on the content and the 
language she uses to express it. Of course the student's use of the LI here is perhaps 
precisely because it is a ' marked' choice signaling a renegotiation of normal roles (Myers-
Scolton, 1988), and as such cannot be taken to be representative of usual teacher-student 
interactions, but this is exactly the point. By using Kmhmu in this instance, the student 
sl<Ulds himself in opposition to the teacher and to her ideology of the inappropriateness of 
the minority language in the classroom. He is using the LI as a form of resistance to 
dominant discourses on the centrality of Lao. Here Kmhmu is being used by a student not 
simply as the language of the school, but as the language of the student's voice in the 
school. 
6.2.3 Teacher acquiescence 
As was noted earlier, such uses of the mother tongue are perhaps 1.mlikely to persist without 
a degree of acceptance by the teacher. Although Saisana uses Lao for the majority of her 
classroom discourse and generally discourages Ktnhmu responses in content interactions by 
ignoring or reformulating them, her stance is not as strong as it might first appear. la 
management or other backstage interactions, Saisana very rarely speaks Kmhmu herself. 
However, she frequently responds to students' Kmhrnu utterru1ces, as is seen in the 
following examples: 
e.g. 1. 
T: Tit ta:m, khu: si khi:an hu:p. Hu:p si: che: sak. 
Watching. I'm going to dJ·aw a picture. A picture of a square. 
S: Khu: un c6t b6t hien? 
Do you WB.11t /JS to copy the lesson down? 
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T: Ko: chot o:. 
Of course, copy it. 
e.g. 2. 
S: [while copying the lesson] 6 pe chaay hmeh. 
I don't know how to do anything. 
T: Bo: sa:ng ko: tha:m o:. 
If you don't know how then ask. 
e.g. 3. 
T: Bo: mi: so: kha:o. So: kha:o mot o:. Mt: nan hai (ao) Scc:t. 
J don't have any chalk. TJ1e chalk is finished The other d«1y I asked you to (get it) Sa:t 
S: Y8ng yob sih da bre. 
My father {who hss the key to the village store house] is staying at the field house. 
T: Khu (bo: mi:) so: kha:o dee, khi:an di:ao ni:. 
I (don't have) chalk to write with now. 
Furthermore, although Saisana discourages the use of Kmhmu for content interactions, she 
does not prohibit it by using disciplinary measures such as scolding and mocking, which she 
uses for other breaches of conduct and displays of incompetence, and which were frequently 
employed in colonial ethnic minority education contexts to prohibit the use of the mother 
tongue (c.f. McCarty, 2004: 81). Of her acquiescence to the use of Kmhmu in the classroom, 
Saisana says: 
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Extract l. 
[They] shouldn't speak it, Kmlunu. [They should] speak [Lao] with the 
teacher, the official language [pha:sa: ka:ng] with the teacher. But they don't 
speak it. They can but, they speak [K.mhmu] and speak and they know [it] and 
I know [it]. I speak Lao with them and they answer in Kmhmu and they 
understand and I understand them, the kids. 
Extract 2. 
A: When they speak together, when they use Kmhmu together you don't 
forbid it? 
S: 1 don't forbid it . .. 
A: It's just when they speak with yol.l, you want them to speak Lao? 
S: Mmhm. 
A: Bl.lt if they don't give in, you give in, is that it? You give in to them? 
S: Yes, I give in to them! [laughs] There are a lot of them and only one of me. 
J can't keep up with them! 
Extract 3: 
A: Why don't you forbid them? ls it because you can't manage it, or 
because you don' t want to? 
S: If you were to say it's forbidden, you're not allowed to speak it, 
you're not allowed to speak it, it's still their language, you sec. I 
don't forbid it. If they want to speak it, then they can speak it as they 
wish, then when we're studying they speak the official language with 
the teacher. I don't forbid it. 
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These comments confirm that while Saisana considers Lao (the 'official language') to be the 
appropriate language of the classroom and wants her students to speak it with her for 
content teaching interactions, she is willing to accept their use of Kmhmu with her and 
among themselves firstly because the students insist and secondly because she considers 
such insistence natural ("it's their language''). She thus articulates a passive acquiescence to 
Kmhmu use in the classroom, encouraging the use of Lao but resigning herself to the 
students' use of Kmhmu. 
6.3 Saisana's community language 
The language practices employed by Saisana in the classroom are consistent with her 
language practices and beliefs in relation to the wider Nalae context. Jn her interactions with 
Kmhnrn speakers and her comments on these interactions, Saisana articulates a preference 
for speaking Lao in what she seems to consider official contexts. For example, when 
discussing their children's school attendance or perfonnance with individuals or small 
groups of villagers from Ha:d Kha:o in the school grounds, Saisana was observed to use 
Lao even though the villagers spoke mostly in Kmhmu. Similarly, Saisana was observed to 
use only Lao at the District Education Bureau and when discussing interactions in this 
context, she herself says; 
A: What about at the [DEB) office? Suppose you go to the Education 
office or to a meeting, what language do you speak? 
S: If I sec a Lao person, a Tai-Lue person, I speak our Tai-Lue language. 
Mostly it's I lakson [a Kmhmu official] who tends to speak Kmhmu. I 
just answer in Lao. He speaks Kmhmu and I answer in Lao. 
Bouathian [another Kmhmu official] is the same. 
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Furthermore, Saism1a articulates a belief that Lao is the 'official language' [p/Ja:sa: ka:ng], 
or translated literally from Lao, the 'central language' of communication in the wider social 
context. She says: 
Most of the time when we go here and there, if we go to the market or go out 
we use the official language [pba:sa: ka:ng], most of the ti1}1e. lt's not like -
when people speak among themselves they' ll speak the local language 
[pha:sa: th:J:ng t/11i1]. When we come across each other like this, if we go to 
the market or wherever, it has to be the official language. 
Saisana's intended meaning seems to be that for interaction among speakers of different 
languages (or perhaps even among speakers of the same language but above the level of 
close interpersonal relations), Lao is and should be the usual medium of communication. 
This seems a common sense assertion in a multilingual context like Laos, yet it contradicts 
the actual linguistic situation in Nalae and other predominantly ethnic minority dist:ticts, 
where minority languages are often used for trade between groups and in administrative 
contexts (e.g. Kmhmu in NaJae, Phunoy in Phongsali, Ho in Samphan, Katu in Ta-Oy and 
Jru' [Laven] in Paksong). 
Despite her preference for Lao in these contexts, however, Saisana does use Kmhmu 
occasionally in interactions outside the classroom. She says that when she passes KmhnlU 
people whom she knows on the street, she generally asks after them in Lao but if they 
answer in Kmhmu, she then continues the dialogue in K.mhmu. She also relates that she uses 
Kmhmu when joking with friends in social situations such as weddings and festivals, and 
this was indeed observed during the research. These tendencies parallel Saisana's use of 
Kmhmu in the classroom in reponse to student utterances in K.mhmu for non·official 
(backstage) interactions and in humorous exchanges. 
Saisana 's discussion of language roles in the community suggests that although her own use 
of Kmhmu is limited, and although she holds a view of Lao as the necessarily dominant 
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language of social interaction, she does consider Kmlunu proficiency to be an asset. When 
asked whether she was satisfied with her current Kmhmu proficiency or would like to know 
more, she replied that she would like to learn more, giving the following reason: 
Next time, if they're working - if they move me to work at the [DEB] office, 
when they're working l'll understand, speaking with the people [farmers], 
working in the countryside. 
That is, with greater proficiency Soisana would have no trouble understanding Kmhmu 
officials and villagers when they engage in work-related discussions in the villages 
(although the comments and behavior noted earlier suggest that she might not speak Kmhrnu 
herself in such interactions). These comments indicate a pragmatic recognition of the 
necessity of Kmhmu use in certain situations or contexts, much like Saisana's recognition of 
the need to use Kmhmu in the classroom for timesaving. Her recognition of the role of 
Kmhmu in the community might also be seen as a parallel to her concession to the students' 
use of the language in the classroom despite the fact that it is not her preferred language. 
A s imple challenge to these interpretations is the suggestion that Saisana' s language choices 
are the result of competence rather than ideological orientations. Yet Saisana was observed 
to understand Kmhmu interactions at the DEB and in social settings, her responses to 
students' comments in the classroom further indicate receptive competence, and her 
occasional use of Kmhmu suggests that she has a productive proficiency level at least high 
enough to carry out everyday communicative functions fluently. Her comments on the 
matter confirm these observations. When asked how well she spoke Kmhmu when she first 
started teaching in Ha:d Kba:o , Saisana said: 
1 knew about two thirds. This year J know everyth ing. I've got it down pat 
this year. 
When asked why she didn' t usually speak K.mhmu, she replied: 
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I know everything [in Kmhmu]! I can say everything, but I just don't want to 
use it. 
6.4 Conclusion 
It has been shown above that while Saisana uses Lao for the majority of her classroom 
discourse, allocating Kmhmu a secondary role for interpersonal and 'back stage' purposes, 
the students in her class use Kmhmu as the main and central language of their classroom 
incraction. They use the mother tongue not only for utterances which could be classed as 
interpersonal or back stage, but for discussion of curriculum content amongst themselves 
and with lhe teacher. At times these uses of Kmhmu with the teacher deliberately challenge 
the teacher's attempts to constrain them to use Lao. 
While we might expect these student strategies to be met with strong opposition from the 
teacher, in fact Saisana often acquiesces to their use of Kmhmu with her and always 
acquiesces to their use of Kmhmu amongst themselves. She sees this as a natural tendency 
and one which she is powerless to contest. 
The relationship between these language practices and official discourses will be examined 
in detail in the conclusion to this thesis. For now, we can conclude that the language 
practices in this classroom constitute a substantial, but not a total reproduction of official 
discourses on the centrality of the Lao language and the naturalness of minority language 
attrition. While Saisana fot· the most part attempts to maintain the centrality of Lao in her 
classroom, the students do not collaborate on this project, and even her own efforts are at 
times half-hearted. Furthermore, while official views express the naturalness of Lao 
domination over minority languages, Saisana's own views on the persistence of minority 
language use do not. 
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We now turn to the second of the case study classrooms in order to examine how the 
teacher and students in this classroom respond to the challenges of education in a second 
language. 
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7 Khamsuk: Pragmatic bilingualism 
7.1 Introduction 
7.1.1 Khamsuk 
Khamsuk, as I will call him, is a young Tai-Lue teacher from Ba:n ::>:m, the same village as 
Saisana. From the age of nine to sixteen he was a novice in the Buddhist temple there, 
where he completed his primary and lower secondary education. This might partly explain 
Khamsuk's quiet and easy-going manner, although he says it's just ' in his nature' to be this 
way. Since graduating from his third year of secondary school in 2000, Khamsuk has been 
teaching at primary schools in villages throughout Nalae District, including one Lamet 
village, one ethnically mixed village, and three Kmhmu villages. He has lived in eaoh of 
these villages, as they are out of commuting distance from Ba:n :):m, but continues to spend 
holidays and, when he can, weekends in his home village. He has also completed three 
teacher upgrading sessions in Meuaug Sing during school breaks. 
7.1.2 Khamsuk's Kmhmu language proficiency 
As there were no .Kmhmu children in the monastery where Khrunsuk lived and studied and 
few K.mbmu families living in Ba:n ;):m, he had very little exposme to the Kmbmu 
language before being sent to a mixed Kmhmu, La.met and Tai-Lue village in his second 
year of teaching. Kl1amsuk's native language is the Tai-Lue influenced Lao (or vice-versa) 
spoken in Nalae district (for more information on Lao and Lue, see chapter five above). He 
recounts that he learned the Lamet language in his first year of teaching, then picked up 
some Kmlunu vocabulary in his second year, but only learned to speak the language fluently 
in his third year, when he was living in an exclusively Kmhmu village. Khamsuk says that 
when be first went there, he k11ew 'about 30% of the language' and that this wasn 't enougb 
for his teaching purposes, but after listening carefully and asking questions he managed to 
gradually increase his fluency. He says of his current K.mhnm language proficiency that he 
' doesn' t know it fully yet' nyang bo: dai sombun thi:a but 'knows a certain amount' dai sam 
dai sam ning. 
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Khamsuk was observed to participate fluently in Kmhmu interactions in the school and 
village contexts, but to have some difficulty with specialized vocabulary such as ritual and 
botanical terminology. For example, he was able to speak Kmhmu fluently during social 
interactions such as meals and parties and during professional ones such as the official 
opening of the school year, but said that he did11't understand the ritual language used by a 
visiting Kmbmu shaman. Khamsuk also had to ask students the Kmbmu names of various 
plant specimens which he brought in one day for a lesson. Additionally, Khamsuk's Kmhmu 
is characterised by Lao-influenced pronunciation of some phonemes. He pronounces word-
final 'ii' as 'n', and word final 'c' as 't', while the Kmhmu rhotic 'r' is pronounced as the 
lateral ' I'. These interference features are common to Lao/Tai-Lue speakers of Kmlunu. 
7.1.3 A note on transfer and borrowing in Khamsuk's Kmhmu 
Another feature of Kharnsuk's Kmh mu which distinguishes it from the variety spoken in the 
vi llage and which complicates analysis somewhat is its high levels of transfer and borrowing 
from Lao. As noted above, borrowings (or 'loanwords') are generally defined as any non-
native lcxis which has been integrated into the receiving language lexicon through general 
usage, often with phonological and morphological assimilation (Gumperz, 1982a: 66), while 
'transfer' is the ungeneralized (i.e. not regular within the speech of individuals), 
unstandardized (i.e. not common across speakers) and unassimilated (i.e. not phonologically 
or morphologically adapted) use of lexical items from one language while speaking or 
writing another54• However, in actual speech the distinction is blun-ed by several [actors, 
which are all relevant to the speech of Khamsuk and his students. 
54 
'Transfer' Is the term used by Auer (1988) to refer to code alternation which does not 
cause a change in the main language of interaction (or a 'codeAswltch') . That is, transfer is 
the insertion of only one lexica l unit (usually a word but sometimes a phrase) from another 
language into discourse in the original language, after which interaction in the original 
language ls continued. 'Transfer' is not used here in the common language teaching sense of 
'interference' from Ll. 
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Firstly, in languages with similar phonological and morphological systems (particularly 
those with no word inflection), and/or in cases where speakers tend to pronounce all source 
language items according to receiving language phonology (or vice-versa for non-native 
speakers), borrowing and transfer may not be distinguishable from each other purely 0 11 the 
basis of form (Woolard, 1988). This is generally the case with Lao and Kmhmu. 
Secondly, in contact s ituations such as that of Nalae, languages can be in a highly unstable 
state of change whereby what is transfer for one speaker might be borrowing for another. 
For example, older speakers or those in the more remote villages in Nalae tend to use the 
Kmhmu numbers one to three for money, whereas younger speakers and those in the district 
centre generally use the Lao (origin) numbers. Thus the use of the Lao number ·s:l::mg phan· 
(two-thousand) instead of the Krnhmu ' baar phan' to talk about money might be a once-off 
transfer rrom Lao for an older/village speaker but a case of established bon-owing from Lao 
for younger/district centre speakers. 
Furthermore, some lexical items have only recently been needed in Kmhmu, and only in 
certain restricted contexts such as the classroom. Thus an item which might be considered a 
transfer in te1ms of the speech patterns of the wider conummity might be a regularly 
borrowed item among a specific population, such as teachers and native Kmhmu speakers of 
school age. Of course, transfer can also be motivated by limited fluency among individuals 
(such transfer is often referred to as ' interference' ), and when an item which is not an 
established loan is regularly transferred into the speech of an individual for reasons of 
proficiency or preference, it might be more useful to classify it as a kind of 'personal 
borrowing' rather than a transfer. This has been argued by Gumperz ( 1982b) and Woolard 
(1988) for Yiddish-English and Spanish-English, and Catalan-Castillian borrowing 
respectively. 
All of these issues are relevant in discussing Khamsuk's speech in that they potentially 
confuse the distinction between what is Lao and what is Kmhmu, and hence what is a code-
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switch. (Borrowing from a Lao source into Kmhmu would be considered Kmhmu, whereas 
transfer of a Lao word would be considered a switch to Lao.) For the purposes of this 
research: Lao-origin words in Krnhmu which are in frequent usage as borrowings among 
village and/or district speakers of Kmhmu have been classified as Kmbmu (rendered in 
bold); Lao words which appear only once in the data in a Kmhmu utterance by Khamsuk 
have been classified as transfer (rendered in normal lettering, i.e. as Lao); and words which 
could be considered either borrowings or 'regular transfers' particui<u· lo this classroom 
context due to Kmhmu lexical limitations or Khamsuk's own language proficiency or 
preference have been classi fied as ' indeterminate' (underlined). That is, they could be 
considered Lao transfers, or simply as borrowings characteristic of Khamsuk's personal 
variety of Kmhmu. 
The classification of 'indeterminate' has also been applied to whole phrases or sentences 
which could be analysed as either language; that is, phrases constituted entirely of Lao-
origin words borrowed into Kmhmu. For example, the utterance 'po: nin~ ko kbao chai a?' 
(lit. class one also understand INT = 'Does first grade also understand?') is made up 
entirely of Lao words which have been borrowed into Khamsuk's Kmhmu, with a function 
word (interrogative parlicle) common to both Krnlunu and the Nalae dialect of Lao. Jt is 
thus classified as ' indeterminate', as it could be a Lao or a K.mhmu sentence. Such a system 
of analysis is obviously not intended to be definitive, but is believed lo suffice for the 
present pw·poses. It highlights the proportion of Lao-origin items in Khamsuk's idiolect 
without labelling them as 'transfer' (Lao) or 'bon-owing' (Kmhmu). 
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7.1.4 The village and school 
The village of Ba:n Huai Yen55 is located about two and a half homs walk from Nalae 
district centre. At the time the research was carried out, there was no road to the village but 
the walking track was not excessively steep or arduous. Access to the village is often cut off 
during the rainy season due to the flooding of several streams on the way, none of which 
has a bridge; however, this generally occurs only for brief periods, outside of which 
movement between the village and the district centre is frequent. 
The village itself was established in 1968, but many of the cw-rent househo lds relocated 
from another site higher in the mountains in the early 1990s. The village had a population of 
337 in 200556, all Kmhmu Lue and a ll farmers, except for one Tai-Lue fami ly which runs a 
small shop in the village in addition to farming. The original village school was built in 
1973, but was replaced in 2004 by an Australian-funded school complete with updated and 
modified text books and a specially-trained teacher recruited from the village.57 The new 
school has separate grade one and two classes and a multigrade three and four class, 
Khamsuk being responsible for the latter. In 2005 there were nine students in grade three 
and seven in grade four. 
The atmosphere in Khamsuk's classroom is usually quiet and more or less disciplined, 
although students laugh at Khamsuk's occasional jokes and can become animated dming 
group activities, of which there are many. There is also frequent scolding of an inte llechially 
disabled teenager who comes to watch and smoke cigarettes at the window, and occasional 
communication with parents or siblings who come to give news or instructions. This 
communication is in Kmhmu, as is all communication between villagers, including between 
the Tai-Lue fam ily and their Kmbmu neighboi1rs. The only t imes Lao was heard in the 
village were during classes in the school, at the official opening of the school year when the 
55 Not its real name. 
56 According to Nalae District Education Bureau statistics. 
57 This was done under the Lao-Australia Basic Education Project (AusAID). 
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head of the school cluster and Khamsuk read out official documents (but not for the 
subsequent discussion), with visiting Lao staff of a German funded development project 
who had come from other districts ru1d provinces, and in some conversations with me. 
7.1.5 Students' Lao language proficiency 
As in Ha:d Kha:o, first grade students generally know no Lao when they first arrive at the 
school. By the second semester of grade one, they have picked up some common vocabulary 
ru1d by grade two many can read the short texts in their text books and communicate simple, 
everyday messages in short phrases or sentences. Third grade students were observed to 
answer simple Lao questions about themselves or based on their texts with one Lao word or 
a short phrase, although they tended to prefer Kmhrnu both in and outside the classroom. 
Most fourth grade students were able to answer questions on more complex texts with less 
common vocabulary, although linguistic and academic abi lity varied greatly, and even the 
more competent students were observed to have frequent difficulties with the vocabulary in 
their reading texts. Like other st11dents, they showed a strong preference for K.mhmu. No 
student was observed to speak Lao fluently and confidently in any context, although as in 
Saisana's classroom, this tmdoubtedly relates to shyness as well as low proficiency, and is 
not necessarily any indication of receptive ability either. 
7.1.6 Outline of the chapter 
This chapter will examine the language of Khamsuk's classroom with particular attention to 
the tension between the use of Lao as the ideal language of classroom communication and 
the pragmatic use of K.mhmu for the effective teaching and learning of both content and 
language. These tendencies will be explored in turn before moving on to an examination of 
their relationship to policy discourses. 
223 
, 
7.2 Lao as ideal language 
7.2.1 Lesson and activity frames 
Kharnsuk reproduces the discourse of Lao centrality in education not through the amount of 
Lao he uses in the classroom; it will be seen in the discussion below that he uses 
significantly less Lao than Saisana, often maintaining extended stretches of Kmhmu 
discourse di1ring certain phases of the lesson. Rather, Khamsuk maintains a degree of Lao 
centrali ty in the classroom by using the language at key moments which might be seen as 
encapsulations, or crystallized representations of the formal teaching and learning taking 
place. 
One way in which he does this is to use Lao for what I will call ' lesson and activity frames'. 
That is, Khamsuk uses Lao at the beginning of a lesson or activity to introduce its main 
content, and at the end lo summarise it. In this way, he presents a formal picture in Lao of 
the cmTiculum work which will be or has been achieved in the lesson or activity, rendering 
invisible at these times all the Kmhmu-language teaching which will contribute to or has 
already contributed to that work. 
Jo one lesson, Khamsuk moves to third grade after completing an exercise with fourth grade 
and tells the third grade students to begin their individual reading task with the following 
instructions in Lao: 
Ao (?) ma: a:n. [loud] Ao, fang. Mit, fang, tit ta:m. 
Right (?) come Md read [loud} Rlgh~ llsten. Quiet, listen and follow. 
While the student reads aloud at the board, Khamsuk gives further instructions and scolds 
the other students, all in Kmhmu (with some Lao borrowing/transfer) except for one 
instruction to go to the board ('Pai') in Lao: 
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Cap da ki. Cap ca' gi. 
Hold it [the book] here. Hold it like this. 
Aan de', aan de' . Leet, leet, leet. 
Read it, read it [To other students] Quiet, quiet, quiet. 
A..oJiUa:m. 
Riglit, fh //ow this 
Ao, (name). [next student goes out to read] 
Right, (name). 
Gmyeeng de', gmyeeng de'. [student reads] 
Listen to it, listen to it. 
Gmyeeng, gmyeeng. [teacher corrects word; student keeps reading] 
Liston, listen. 
Pai. (next student goes out; teacher makes corrections, student repeats them] 
Go 011. 
Gmyeeng, gmyeeng. [student keeps reading] 
Listen, listen. 
H6oc Je? Hooe. 
FiDJshed already? FiDJshed? 
When the students make it clear that they have finished, Kharnsuk stands up from his desk 
and says the following in Lao: 
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2 Ao, mot le:o ma: salup luam ki:ao kap ka:n a:n te: la khon. 
Right, if you 've fimshed then I'll give a summary of everyone's reading [ability] 
Thi: va: Ja:i khon ko: a:n dai di:, no. 
So lots of people could read [it/ well, right. 
Te: mi: chamnuan no:y nyang a:n nyang bo: than li :an lai di:. 
But there are n kw who sd/I don't read so fluently yet 
[Teacher goes on to give extended feedback in Lao on students' reading.] 
It can be seen clearly in this example how Khamsuk uses Lao to frame an activity (at points 
1 and 2) a significant portion of which in fact takes place in Kmhmu. Despite the fact that 
much of the managerial and scaffolding work done during the task is in Kmhmu, Khamsuk's 
official representation of the task at these key beginning and end moments is in Lao. The 
significance of the final summary as ru1 'official moment' is confirmed by Khamsuk's 
change in body position from sitting to standing at this time, as official contributions in 
lessons or meetings are generally made from the standing position in Laos. 
Other examples of Lao activity frames in Khamsuk's teaching abound, among them the 
following, which occurs after two students have read out their answers to a comprehension 
question. (The beginning of this extended reading activity is not transcribed here, but 
consists of the instruction 'aao..ho.lhiaU: (lit. 'rea.dl~') which could be either Lao or 
Kmhmu): 
T: Aan d~', un no gmyeeng. 
Read it for tbt:111 to listen to. 
S: [student reads quietly) 
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T: [to other students] Meh? 
[ls that] right? 
Ss: Meh. 
Yes. 
T: Nang long. 
Sit down. 
Ao, kcng la:i, so:ng khon. Top mi: somsO!:i. 
Right, very good, you two. Give them n clap. 
Ma:i threng va: khamsap an dai thi: bo: khao chai no, 
So that means that any word which we don 'r understand yet, 
ve:la: hao ma: ne:o ni: hao to:ng tha:m va:, ' ao khu: a:n an ni: hai fang de:, 
when we do this we have to ask, 'oh. sir. read this for us to hear please, 
a:n an oi: bo: than dai' , Ii: va:, Ii: va: 'khi:an sai kada:n hai a:n'. 
we do11 't know how to read this yet', or~ or, 'write It on tlw bom·d for us 10 rend'. 
Ao, te: la khon a:t cha khao chai , a:n dai , samlap na: thi: ha:. 
Rigbt, everyone probably understands and con read it, page five. 
Ba:t ni: ma: hi:an to: na: thi : hok. 
Now let's go on and study page six. 
Pe ah tii, khOn ci aan pe bwan? Ah a? 
There Jso 't t111yo110, is there, who C8J1 'tread it? ls there? 
227 
Ao, oa· thi· hok. 
[holding up text]. YMng huup gi. 
Look at this picture. 
Breng. Brengju: ni:. K.hao het nyang ni:? 
Look, look here. What 8J'C they d0Ji1g? 
At the beginning of this example, Khamsuk uses Kmhmu to give instructions and to elicit 
feedback on a task. After this, he uses Lao to give a routine instruction ('sit down') and to 
give feedback ('very good, you two. Give them a clap.') These two routine acts are usually 
carried out by Khamsuk in Lao, more on which will be said in section 7.2.4 below. The 
important point to note here is that after carrying out the comprehension task mostly in 
Kmhmu, Khamsuk moves to Lao for his final comment and evaluation ('That means 
that ... '; 'Right, everyone probably understands ... '). He then gives an instruction introducing 
the next task in Lao, once again providing a Lao framework for what might otherwise 
become a predominantly Kmhmu exercise. 
Until now, the exchange resembles more or less the first example given above. However, at 
this point, something interesting happens. Khamsuk backtracks on his 'wrapping up' of the 
task, fearing that perhaps some students haven't understood and that he might need to 
provide more explanation. He uses Kmhmu to do this, indicating to the students by this 
switch that perhaps this isn't the formal end of the activity. Wl1en he realises that in fact 
everyone has understood, he moves on to the next activity, perhaps unintentionally staying 
in Kmhmu before realising this accidental linguistic follow-on and switching to Lao. Once 
again, we can see in these switches that Khamsuk attempts to begin and end activities in 
Lao, providing a formal lesson framework in that language despite much of the 'nitty-gritty' 
of the teaching being done in Kmhmu. 
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With reference to primary school classrooms in Burundi, Ndayipfukamiye notes teachers' 
tendency to 'operat[e] within a frame of doing lessons in French' (1996: 43), despite the fact 
that much of the explanatory work is done in Kirundi, the local language. Her evidence for 
this is the use of French discourse markers and the opening and closing of exchanges in 
French. The claim that the use of French discourse markers in Kirundi constitutes a 
'framing' of lessons is contentious: the borrowing of discourse markers is a common feature 
of language contact (Thomason 2001: 70) and has been personally observed to occur in 
African languages outside the classroom context. Although Khamsuk also uses Lao 
discourse markers in his Kmhmu, this is not taken to be highly s ignificant here. However, 
the second tendency noted by Ndayipfukamiye - the opening and closing of exchanges in 
French - is considered highly relevant and parallels Khamsuk's switching patterns exactly. 
Ndayipfukamiye suggests that the framing of teaching/learning exchanges in French, 
coupled with the interspersal of French clements, indicates the teachers' ' mindful[ness] of 
the official medium' and 'creat[ es] an overall impression of teaching in French' ( 1996: 43 ). 
These interpretations are applicable in Khamsuk's case. He mentions throughout his 
interviews his use of Lao in the classroom, especially for the initial and final stages of 
teaching, as in the following comment: 
W11en the teacher speaks, at first [l] use Lao, but in the middle PJ go back 
and forth, [I] use both languages. Then at the end, when we're about to fini sh, 
most of the time it's Lao. 
Perhaps this awareness of the use of Lao to frame activities is indicative of Khamsuk's more 
general mindfulness of the need to maintain a Lao language presence in the classroom as the 
official langage of instruction. By providing lesson or activity frames in Lao, Khamsuk is 
creating an impression of teaching in Lao, thereby maintaining his commitment to the 
official medium of instruction. 
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7.2.2 Reformulations 
Another means by which Khamsuk articulates the centrality of Lao language in the 
classroom is by reformulating Kmhmu utterances into Lao, particularly in content teaching 
exchanges. Like lesson and activity frames, this serves to maintain the visibility and 
centrality of Lao by allocating it to tasks of an official or final nature, such as final 
confirmations of answers to questions in the textbook. An example of this is seen below, 
where Khamsuk tries to elicit the answer lo a comprehension qt1estion from two students. 
T: U~g. (?) Yt:n. 
LNng [name](?) Stand up. 
[reading from the text book] Nyo:n nyang tha:o Yangli : ching tok chai? 
Why was Yangli nervous? 
S: [no answer] 
T: Pe neeng? 
You don't know'? 
An lav khuam i '? 
Uyou say it in our Janguagtl1? 
Bo: hu:? 
You don 't know? 
Ao, meh me' ci toop? 
Right, who's going to 811Swer? 
58 See section 7.4 for a discussion of this reference to Kmhmu as 'our' language. 
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~ bmeb thao Yangli .ciling tak chai? Na:ng Phi UQ11 yeeng. 
Becausc of what was Yangli ~nervous? Miss Phi, 8.0.SJY-'I and let's sec. 
S: Pe neeng. 
I don't know. 
Lav khuam i'. 
Speak our l8J18118gt:. 
S: (?) 
T: Pe neeng'? 
You don't know? 
2 [loud) Ge ngo' sng lao bot hi·an pe bwan. 
He was afraid he couldn't recite the lesson. 
Lav khuam i' go (?) lao bot hi:an bo: dai. 
If you say it in our l8IJ8Uage (?) couldn 't recite the lesson. 
Lavyeeng. 
Say it and Jet's see. 
Lav un no gmye~g. 
Say It for thM1 to listen to. 
S: (?) 
T: La:o ja:n lao bot hi:an. Ao, nang long. 
He was affajd of reciting tf1e lesson. OK, sit dow11. 
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Ao(?) tha:m va: pen nyang tha:o Yangli : tok chai ju: nai bot, 
Right, (?) asked wby Y,wgli was nervous in the rending, 
Ju: nai nt:a nai kh::i:ng man (?) ni:. 
i11 the [te.rt) content(?) here. 
Va: ' pen nyang chao cbing tok chai?' 
it s«1ys 'Why are you nervous?' 
An ni : me:n khamtha:m kh::i: ng na:ng Khamsi:, tha: m tha:o Yangli:, no. 
T11is is Klwmsi's qucstio11, she "sks Yuugli. right. 
'Ko: ny::i:n va: ja:n lao bot hi:an bo: dai', 
'it s because [I'm} afraid [I} can't recite the lesso11 : 
Ii: va: 'ja:n lao bot hi:an bo: lian lai di: '. La:o ching tok chai. 
or '[I'm] nii·oid [I] can't recite the lesson fluently·. So he's iiervous. 
In the above extract Kbamsuk switches from Lao to Kmlunu, then back to Lao. He begins 
the exchru1ge with an instruction in Lao and then reads out the Lao question from the 
textbook (point I). When the targeted student doesn ' t answer, he switches into K.mhmu ru1d 
encourages the student to give her answer in Kmhmu (indicating that he believes the 
student's s ilence to be due to unwillingness/inability to speak Lao). He stays in Kmhmu to 
elicit another volunteer, then translates the original question into Kmhmu, after this also 
encouraging the second student to answer in Kmhmu. When this student is likewise unable 
to answer the question, Khamsuk provides the answer himself in Kmhmu {point 2) before 
translating it into Lao. This is followed by some more instructions in Kmhmu, telling the 
student to repeat the answer the teacher has modelled. After the student says something in 
K.mhmu, Khamsuk states the answer in Lao, gives a routine instruction in Lao to sit down 
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(an instruction always given in Lao), and then gives an explanation of the question and a 
final version of the answer, all in Lao. 
The switches in this exchange from Lao to Kmhmu then back to Lao parallel on a micro 
level the activity frames described above, with Khamsuk beginning the questioning in Lao, 
moving into Kmhmu to achieve the content teaching goaJ, then moving back into Lao at the 
end of the exercise. They also exemplify Khamsuk's tendency to recapitulate or reformulate 
answers to questions into Lao for a ' final version'. In this instance, Khamsuk has already 
given the correct answer to the question in Kmhmu at point 2 ('he was afraid he couldn 't 
recite the lesson'), but finds it necessary first to translate his answer into Lao for the student 
to repeat, then to repeat the final version of the question and answer in Lao before moving 
on to the next question. 
In the above example, Khamsuk reformulates his own Kmhmu answer to a qt1estion, but at 
other times he reformulates answers given by students, as in the example below, where be is 
eliciting the answer to a question from the textbook which he posed a few minutes earlier. 
T: Lav yeeng, Jav yeeng 
Answer aod Jet's sec, 811$Wcr and Jet's see. 
S: [stands] 
T: Garn i' (aan) hMc yat llil sip et ah hmeh ah hmeh de, gam no pnswm? 
The one we already read on~ eleven, what is there that they plant? 
S: (?) (ma:k thua) (ma:k te:ng) 
(?) (beans) (cucumbers) 
T: Mi: ma:k thua, mi: ma:k te:ng, mi: phak h:nn p::>:m, gap hmeh d~? Ho:m thi:am? 
There arc beans, there are cucumbers, there's coriander, and what? Garlic? 
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S: T'l6. 
Cabbage. 
T: T'16? Gap hmeh? (p6) I.Mc? (PS) Ihil a, na .b4l? Ihil 
Cabbage? And what? (6) That's all? (5) Is th.at right, her 811Swer? ls it right? 
Ss: Ihi:.k. 
It's right. 
T: Ao, meh hmeh gam taang? Io:p y~~ng. (?) Sii? 
So, what's different? ~r 811d let's see. (?)SU? [1181I1e] 
S: (lists Lao words from text) 
T: Ihi:.k I~? Me' U.:p no? 
Is that Jigiit? Mio 'II llll.£1¥~1:? 
Ah phak bua, ah phak sii, ah phak thi:am, ah ho:m po:m, ah ma:k tlrna, ma:k te:ng. 
The.re are onions, there 's dill, there's ga.rlic, there 's corlande1; there sro beans, cucumbers. ,f,s 
l.b.ot right? Is tlwt right? 
That'sd$1Jt. 
I:. Thtk. Thi:k to:ng, no? Ao, top mi: som sre:i. [ss clap] 
Thnt'sif¥ht. It's right light? OK, give a clap. 
Ao, keng la:i na:ng Ling. 
Ok, well done Miss Ling. 
234 
[to other s still standing] Na:ng Ling to~p._b~htk, tt;.__ya~ t~ glaat, yat na sip ~ pe 
ah, no, t '18. 
Miss Ling answered coJTect/y, but she answered ahead On page eleven there lsn 't a.oy 
cabbage, is there? 
Ah t.e:., ee, ah phak bua gap gam i' s.onth.an.a:, gam bo pe neeng khamsap. i' lav meh 
hmeh l~? 
There's aoJ.y, um, there are onions and the one we dis.cussed the one you didn't know the 
JYf)J:Jf for, what did we say it was? 
Mi phak bua, mi phak thiem, mi hoom poom, mi phak sii, mi maak thuo laeo ko 
maak taeng. 
T/Jerc arc onions, there's garlic, tliere 's coritmder, there ·s dill. tl1ere are beans, then there are 
cucumbers. 
Here once again, KJ1amsuk uses K.mhmu to achieve the content-teaching goals of the 
exchange before switching to Lao for a reformulation of the final answer to the question. 
Initially, Khamsu.k uses Kmhmu to elicit the answer to the question. After this he stays 
mainly in Kinhn1u, using Lao only for some quotations (a common type of switching 
refe1Ted to by Auel' ( 1988) as 'textual switching') and for some routine classroom language 
(also a common pattern, which is discussed in the fo llowing section). After this mainly 
Kmhmu interaction, Khamsuk switches to restate the correct and complete answer entirely 
in Lao at the end of the exchange. Like the first example, this demonstrates Khamsuk's 
allocation of a central role to Lao in the classroom in terms of the high value of the tasks for 
which Lao is used: the final achievement of curriculum goals such as the provision of 
correct answers to questions fTom the textbook is performed in Lao, even when this is 
redundant from a content-teaching perspective, correct answers already having been 
provided and confirmed in Kmhmu. 
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Others have noted the formality and redundancy of such official medium utterances in 
minority classrooms. Arthur (Arthw· and Martin, 2006: 191), quoting Barnes (1976), 
describes English utterances in Botswana primary classrooms as taking a 'final draft fonn'. 
That is, the English which is used is highly formal and gives the impression of 'written 
language spoken aloud' (Arthur 1994 cited in Arthur and Martin, 2006: 191). Arthur goes 
on to suggest, using Haugen's terminology (Haugen, 1987) that English has a ' rhetorical 
rather than communicative' role in these classrooms (ibid). While Khamsuk's Lao does not 
always display such formality, in exchanges such as those discussed above It does remain 
close to the Lao of the original text. It also appears to fulfil a mainly rhetorical function, 
serving to indicate to students that ' this is the final answer' and to remind the students, the 
teacher and any other observers that ' the real teaching and learning here is being achieved in 
Lao'. 
Lin (1996) provides an example of official-medium reformulation of L2 academic content 
from an English-medium science class in Hong Kong. ln her extract, the teacher explains an 
English term ('climate') in Cantonese before switching to English for a recapitulation of the 
definition. Lin states that: 
What is to count as the official, legitimate knowledge corpus established in 
the lesson (Heap 1985) seems to be the concluding English part. The 
preceding Cantonese utterances are mere ly expedient annotations of what is to 
be taught and learnt. .. (Lin, J 996: 70) 
Khamsuk's switches into Kmhmu in the middle of teaching and learning exercises or 
activities might likewise be seen as a form of 'annotation ' of the 'official, legitimate 
knowledge corpus' which, in the example above, is the material from the reading text. 
However, whi le Lin's analysis suggests that the L2 annotations have an 'illegitimate' status 
in the classroom, it will become apparent in section 7.3 below that despite their lesser statu s 
at times, Kmhmu utterances do have a degree of legitimacy in Khamsuk's classroom. 
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Tn addition to the teacher's refonnulation of academic content which he has provided 
himself, Lin notes in the same paper the special structure of the 'knowledge coproduction 
format' (Heap, 1985) used by teachers and students in English-medium Hong Kong 
classrooms. The common Elicitation-Response-Feedback (ERF), or lnitiation-Response-
Fcedback (IRF) structure first identified by Sinclair and Coulthard (1975) is modified in 
these classrooms to an E (L2 > LI) - R (LI) - F (Ll > 12) format. That is, the teacher first 
elicits content in the L2 (here Lao), then restates this elicitation in the LJ (Kmhmu). The 
student answers in the L I and the teacher then restates this answer in the Ll before 
reformulating it into the L2. This is exactly the structure of the ftrst example given above. 
Lin argues that the purpose of this format is to incorporate students' familiar knowledge into 
the forma l academic context: 
Since what the students are able to offer arc often their most familiar 
knowledge and lifeworld experiences, which are naturally encoded and 
expressed in their Ll , the teacher uses this special di scourse format to elicit, 
transform, and incorporate their otherwise illegitimate LI contribution into the 
official L2 knowledge corpus (Lin, J 996: 73). 
According to this analysis, by reformulating students' contributions into Lao, Khamsuk is 
both increasing the legitimacy of those contributions as formal academic learning and 
reproducing the centrality of Lao to the teaching-learning process. 
Of course, in addition to legitimising Kmhmu utterances by transforming them into Lao 
ones, and maintaining an apparently central role for Lao in the classroom, reformulations 
into Lao can also been seen as an attempt to provide a linguistic model for the students. 
After all, the excerpts above do come from a Lao language lesson and one of Khamsuk's 
overarching teaching goals is to improve students' Lao language proficiency. Khamsuk 
himself explains: 
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A: When the students finish fowth grade, what do you want them to be 
able to do? 
K: I want them to be able to read and write ... to read things, to read 
various thing in Lao. 
and later in the same interview: 
A: For the students who finish fomih grade, what level of Lao language 
do you want them to have? 
K: 1 want them to know about 60% ... They should be able to use some 
words that they didn't know, they should be able to say them. 
Providing linguistically (i.e. Lao) as well as topically correct model answers, combined with 
metalinguistic work such as that discussed in section 7 .3.3 below, is perhaps one way in 
which Khamsuk attempts to contribute to students ' Lao language development. However, 
this does not render the practices insignificant in terms of the centralisation and legitimation 
of Lao in the classroom. If anything, it simply provides one rationale (among others) for 
them. 
7.2.3 School discourse related code choice 
ln addition to legitimising Lao as the language of the 'official knowledge corpus' (Lin, 
1996: 73) through reformulations, Khamsuk reproduces the central role of Lao in the 
classroom by using that language for items particular to the formal teaching and learning 
context, even where Kmhmu equivalents exist. In doing this, he signals that Lao, not 
Km.hmu, is the appropriate language of institutionalised academic knowledge. 
It was noted in section 7.1.3 above that Khamsuk's variety of Kmhmu includes high levels 
of borrowing or transfer from Lao, practices which are difficult to distinguish in this case. 
Some of this ban-owing/transfer is undoubtedly competence related and would thus be 
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termed interference by many linguists (c.f. Gumperz, 1982a, Thomason, 2001). Other 
bonowing or transfer is likewise not highly significant to the present analyses: some Lao-
origin items are used due to the lack of an exact equivalent in the Kmhmu lexicon, for 
example the terms 'pim' (book), 'khon khua' (research), 'tuaja:ng' (example), 'visa:' 
(subject), and 'kh.aniisa.:.t' (mathematicsY9• Still other instances of what could be considered 
Khamsttk's borrowing or transfer are characteristic of the district variety of Kmhmu, in 
particular the use of function words such as 'khan' (if), ·~· (then/therefore) and ·~· 
(but). This is a common feature of lexical change due to language contact (Thomason, 2001: 
70). 
Bon·owing and transfer which are due to a lack of knowledge or availability of lexical items 
in Km.hmu or which reflect wider processes of language change cannot be taken to indicate 
an intentional legitimation of Lao in the classroom context (although they may conslih1te an 
unintentional legitimation). However, the use of Lao items such as 'buak' (plus/add) and 
'pha:sa:' (language) in the midst of Kmhmu utterances when Kmhmu equivalents exist 
(tmpO', gam/guam60) and are used by the teacher in other contexts does iodjcate a preference 
for Lao lexical items in content teaching exchanges and thus an active and purposeful 
legitimation of Lao as the language of official classroom teaching and learning. 
The term 'buak' is used by Khamsuk for all mathematical calculations with both grades, as 
is the Lao term ' lop' (minus/ subtract). The Lao terms ' pen' (is, as in 'two plus two is four') 
and ' thao' (equals) are used in most calculations, although the Kmhmu word 'meh' docs 
appear once in the data in thi s context. Consistent with the use of Lao terms for 
mathematical relations, Khamsuk uses the Lao numbers one to three (ning, S:):ng, sa:m) in 
59 These items do still hold some significance, however, in that they reaffirm the link 
between school-specific behaviours and ideas and the Lao language. 
60 In fact, this is a borrowing from the Lao 'khuam' and is now an established replacement in 
western Kmhmu varieties fo r the native Kmhmu term 'hrlo", which is still used the in 
eastern varieties. 
239 
mathematical contexts , but usually uses the Kmhmu equivalents (mMy, baar, p6) at other 
times, for example when counting students or objects in the room. 
It could be argued that Khamsuk's use of Lao (-origin) lexis for mathematical calculations is 
an example of the common tendency of traditionally non-literate minority languages to 
boJTOW from the dominant literate language in order to distinguish new semantic domains or 
referents. Certainly written mathematical calculations are a relatively new don1ain in 
Kmhmu and Khamsuk's use of Lao lexis to distinguish numerals from numbers, for 
example, or the term 'buak' to distinguish arithmetical addition from more general addition 
or combination is unsurprising in light of this. 
However, the fact that such a practice is frequent among smaller languages does nothing to 
detrnct from the fact that it indicates a desire, or at least a willingness among speakers 
(native or otherwise) to separate formal, academic, or institutionalised semantic domains 
from traditional ones and to associate the former with the majority language. This is far 
from inevitable, as is seen in cases where speakers of a minoricy language create new lexis 
from native morphemes to distinguish new semantic items or domains (e.g. Montana Salish. 
c.f. Thomason 2001: 80), or in cases where speakers extend the original meaning of native 
lex.is to include new referents or domains (e.g. Hmong for mathematical terms, Mithong 
Souvanvixay 2005, personal communication). Nor docs the fact that borrowing notl-nativc 
lex is for new domains is common prove that for Khamsuk it is indeed a case of boo-owing 
from Lao, not transfer. 
In fact, Khamsuk's comments regarding his use of Lao (-origin) lexis for mathematics 
indicate that he is making a conscious choice to use what he sees as Lao terminology as 
opposed to Kmhmu equivalents in this context. That is, when teaching mathematics 
Khamsuk is transferring Lao items into his Kmhmu speech, not borrowing Lao-origin items 
which then 'become' Kroh.mu. When asked about his use of the term 'buak', Khamsuk says: 
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'Buak' is Lao, right. 'Buak' in Kmhmu would be 'tmp6', right. Most of the 
time [I] use Lao for 'buak', if it's third or fourth grade. Jf it's first grade, 
we'd use ['tmp6'], but now they understand a little, the students understand a 
little, so we use Lao. 
This conuncnt suggests that for K.hamsuk, the ideal practice is lo use Lao for academic 
terminology, and that the only reason he wouldn't do so is students' lack of comprehension. 
Once students know what the Lao term means, Khamsuk considers it the more appropriate 
form and (as seen in the data) uses it even when it is the only Lao item in an extended 
stretch of Kmhmu discourse. These comments and practices confirm the interpretation that 
Khamsuk's use of Lao academic terminology is one whereby he willingly reproduces the 
legitimacy of Lao rather than Kmhmu as the language of institutionalised knowledge. 
7.2.4 Routine classroom language 
Similar to the use of Lao for terminology specifically associated with academic content, 
Khamsuk tends to use Lao for acts which constitute routine classroom interaction; that is, 
for acts which arc associated with the daily work of classroom teaching and learning. 
lnstructions such as 'stand up' (yin I luk khren), 'sit down' (nang long), and 'go [back to 
your] seat ' (pai bo:n) occur in the data only in Lao. This is also the case for the routine 
feedback 'right' (thi:k), 'excellent' (keng la:i) and ' top mt: som s~:i ' (lit. clap hands 
congratulate = 'Give a round of applause'). Whetbcr these items are borrowed or 
transferred, like the school discourse related switching discussed above, they constitute a 
strong association of activities which are specifically classroom-related with the Lao 
language, and thus a reproduction of the status of Lao as central to the classroom context. 
Code-switching for management ( instructions) or interpersonal (feedback) purposes such as 
these is not 1mcommon in classrooms. It is one effective means by which teachers 
differentiate non-content from content teaching exchanges. However, as that statement might 
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suggest, most cases of switching of this nature are noted as switches from L2 for content to 
L1 for non-content - the opposite of the switches occurring here. 
Ferguson lists three types of code-switching in post-colonial classrooms: for curriculum 
access, for management discourse, and for defining interpersonal relations (2003: 39). He 
suggests, referring to Goffman's (1974) theory, that when used for management discomse, 
switching may serve to contextualise a shift of frame 'away from lesson content and toward 
some off-lesson concern' and 'may also demarcate talk about the lesson content from what 
we may refer to as the management of pupil learning' (2003: 40). Ferguson provides 
examples from the data of Canagarajah (1995), Lin (1996), and Camilleri (1996) which 
illustrate his point, yet none of these examples includes switches to the students' L2 for 
management reasons. Similarly, Ferguson notes switches for interpersonal interactions 
where the teacher gives positive feedback, citing data from Adendorff(l993), but here again 
the switches are into the students' L1 , not into L2 as in the data from K.hamsuk's classroom. 
One reason for this contradiction between Ferguson's (reviewed) data and the present study 
may be that in the classrooms he mentions (in Sri Lanka, Hong Kong. Malta and South 
Africa), the majority of content teaching occurs in the L2. Switches in order to mark shifts 
in frame or interpersonal distance arc therefore necessarily into the Ll. However, in 
Khamsuk's classroom, content teaching occurs both in the L l and the L2 (see section 7.3 
below). Thus switches to distinguish frames and relationships may occur either into 1 1 or 
into 12, depending on the particular context. 
Furthermore, Ferguson's analys is focuses on the idea that management and interpersonal 
interactions are 'off-lesson' (aJ1 assumption which fits neatly with his data). However, in 
K.hamsuk's classroom, management interactions such as giving routine classroom 
instructions and interpersonal interactions such as giving routine feedback on academic 
performance may be off-content, but they are certainly not off-lesson. In fact, they can be 
seen to represent the day-to-day workings of the classroom as a place of institutionalised 
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learning where students engage in particular forms of embodiment (standing in front of their 
classmates to talk; sitting up at their desks) and particular authoritarian relationships (teacher 
elicits, student replies, teacher evaluates) which are foreign to their non-classroom lifeworld. 
In this context, switches to the official medium of instruction for management and 
interpersonal interactions do not seem an unusual way of marking such particularity. 
7.3 Pragmatic bilingualism 
The preceding discussion in this chapter has focussed on the ways in which Khamsuk's 
language use reproduces the centrality of the Lao language in the classroom. It has been 
argued that there are several language practices which indicate KJ1amsuk's orientation to 
Lao as the more legitimate language of teaching and learning. 
However, as was mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, Khamsuk uses Kmhmu 
extensively in his classroom. The degree and nat11re of his use of K.mhnm, in addition to his 
comments on language, society and education, indicate that while Khamsuk does hold Lao 
to be the ideal language of classroom interaction, he values the instrumental role of Kmhmu 
and at times grants it a legitimate, if secondary, place in the classroom. His approach might 
be referred to as 'pragmatic bllingualism', in that K.hamsuk's use of the students' mother 
tongue is primarily to facilitate effective teaching and learning, and indicates neither a 
strongly positive nor a strongly negative attitude to the language itself. 
7.3.1 The interpersonal and beyond 
There are examples in the data of Khamsuk's use of Kmhmu for asides (Zcntella, 198 1 ), 
breakdowns, and other ' backstage' language, as Arthur (1996) calls it. This is simi lar to the 
pattern described in chapter six for Saisana's classroom, where K.mhmu is used for 
interactions which are outside what is perceived to be the normal classroom script. There are 
also instances of Khamsuk's switching to Kmlunu to lessen the interpersonal distance 
between himself and the st11dents. This is again similar to tendencies identified in Saisana's 
teaching. 
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The use of L1 for ' backstage' and personalized moments in classrooms where the official 
medium is the students' second or other language is well documented and theorized. There 
is of course Arthur's (1996., 1997,, 2001, Arthur and Martin, 2006) work on Botswana 
classrooms, from which the 'on-stage'/'backstage' analysis used in chapter six and here is 
drawn. Similarly, Zentella notes the use of the LI for 'asides that momentarily [break] with 
the main focus of the elicitation' ( 198 1: 122). She suggests that the use of the L 1 in asides 
where there is an element of behaviour evaluation creates closer interpersonal relations by 
' softening of the admonition' (ibid); again the ' less interpersonal distance' analysis. In the 
same vein, Ferguson describes the use of the L1 for 'off-lesson' concerns, as discussed 
above, and 'to build rapport with individual pupils, create greater personal warmth and 
encourage greater pupil involvement' (2003: 43). This analysis is paralleled in the work of 
Canagarajah, who writes that 
' [t]he use of [lhe Ll] personalized the institutional relations between teachers 
and students. It served to build a rapport between teachers and st11dents by 
evoking the values and ethos of the community outside the classroom' {200 I : 
203). 
Such analyses are obviously not nu·e in the code-switching literatw·e, begi1ming with 
Gumperz' {1982b) 'we' and 'they' code analysis and being reproduced in present-day micro 
studies from around the world. Even classroom code-switching studies which recognise the 
specifically academic motivations for some switches tend to subvert the importance of this 
switching by emphasising the social djmensions of language choice (c.f. Adendorff, 1993, 
Si rnon, 200 I). 
Certainly thal switching to the L l may mark a shift in concerns from content to non-content 
teaching and/or a lessening of the interpersonal distance between teacher and students is 
supported by much of the data analysed here and elsewhere. However, an analysis which 
focuses primarily on these two motivations for Ll use fails to adequately address the many 
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instances of 'on-stage', 'on-lesson', authoritarian, classroom-focussed use of the Ll; a usage 
which is found extensively in Khamsuk's teaching and which will be explored below. 
7.3.2 Kmhmu for complex elaboration 
lt was noted in section 7.2.1 above that lessons, activities, or exercises are frequently begun 
in Lao by Khamsuk then pursued in Kmhmu before a switch back to Lao at the end. The 
focus above was on these Lao frames in order to illustrate one way in which Khamsuk 
centralises the Lao language in the classroom. However, the nature of the switches to 
Kmhmu in the middle of these exchanges was not considered in detail. Most of these 
switches to Kmhmn constitute a move irllo the L1 in order to undertake complex teaching 
interactions, whether these are content-related, management-related, or 1t1etalinguistic. 
Often, Khamsuk switches to Kmhmu in order to explain curriculum content which is new or 
complex or to elaborate on a complex content elicitation. An example of this is seen below, 
where Khamsuk leads a third grade mathematics activity on using abacuses: 
T: LE:o khi:, hao a:n an ni: kap an ni: [board and abacus], khi: kan bo:? 
Now are they the same, whe11 we read this one and this one [board and abacus], are they the 
s.1mc? 
S: (bo: kht:) 
They're not the same. 
T: Bo: khi: 
They're not the same. 
S: Bo: khi: 
They're not rbe snme. 
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T: Uev ci lav ca' me'? 
Now what would you caU th(IJ11? 
S: (kh?) 
(?) 
T: Ee, (kh?). (kb?) gi meh than me'? 
Yes, (?). How much is this(?) ? 
S: M80y 
One 
T: MMy. [removing beads] Khi: a, ba: t ni :? 
One. Are they t/Je same now? 
S: Kht:. 
They're the same. 
Ss: Kht:. Kht:. 
T/Jey're the same. T/Jey're tl1e same. 
T: Ge gi no lav meh tua ya:ng no. Uev yeeng tua ya:ng leev ee, 
This is what they csll an example, right. Now look at the example then um, 
' [reading from text book] breng tun ya:ng le:o a:n le khian chamnuan ta:m lu:k 
khi:t. ' 
'look at the example then read and write the amounts according to t:he counting beads. ' 
[holding up abacus] Gi ci aan lav than me', gi? 
This OJ)(), how much would you read it as, tllls one? 
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S: (Phan.) 
A thousond 
T: CE:, ning pha11 .... s~g b:l:~JJa:....siiuarn 
Gi lav meh Ima hmeh? Hua nuay (2) 
What do you call this row? TJJe row of (2) 
S: filp. 
Tens. 
T: Sip . 
.liJJ,s. 
Ee, gi go aan hua nuay Ima sip, hua ho:i, hua phan. 
Y~ these ones you read as die ones row, t11e tens rmv, t11e hundreds row, the thousands row: 
After reading out instructions in Lao from the textbook telling students to compare pictures 
of an abacus (not included in the above transcript), Khamsuk holds up a real abacus and 
asks a student to compare Jt with a diagram on the board. This elicitation consists of a 
simple closed question in Lao ('Are they the same?'). After the student provides the correct 
answer in Lao, which the teacher confirms, Khamsuk then switches to Kmhmu for a more 
complex open question ('What would you call them?') and to elicit a mathematical 
calculation ('How much is this one [worth]?'). When the student answers correctly (using 
the Kmhmu number, which Khamsuk does not reject), Khamsuk then switches back to Lao 
for the same simple closed question which he asked earlier ('Are they the same now?'). 
Again receiving the correct answer, he switches into Kmhmu for some more explanation of 
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the exercise and more mathematical elicitations (with a textual switch in the middle in order 
to quote the Lao question from the textbook again). Here we can see how Khamsuk l11oves 
into Kmhmu for interactions which involve a degree of conceptual complexity as compared 
to the more simple teaching and learning exchanges, which he carries out in Lao. 
Another example of complex mathematical content being dealt with in Kmhmu, in this case 
with fourth grade, is seen below. Prior to this exchange, K.hamsuk has instructed the student 
in Lao to go out and solve a problem at the board. He then explains the problem in Lao, 
setting it up for the student on the board: 
T: Kata:i, la:kha: me:n ning ho:i hok sip so:ng ki:p. Ba:t ni: khao hai ngren, 
The n1bbit. the price is one hundred nod sixty-two kip. Now they pny, 
hai s:i:ng b:>:i ki:p. Tho:n. Cl!:, breng th:>:n, n:>. i h:>:n me:n-
they pay two hunfh'cd kip. They give change, yeah, look at the change, right. The change 1s-
[writing on the boardJ Ao. Si bet - si bet ne:o dai hai man o:k bok sip so:ng? 
Right How will you do - how will you do it so it comes out nt sb:ly-two? 
( I) n:k ning hn:i hok sip so:ng? 
(1) comes out ot 011e hu11d1·ed and sixty-two? 
S 1 : [docs nothing at the board] 
T: Ke: khi: kao. (I) Breng, bn: a: n man doc:, me:n tua ja:ng han ke:. 
Solve it like befo1·e. (1) Look, don 't rend It fin the book] OK, it's the example [we're] 
solvi11g. 
Bo: a:n dre:. [checking text] 
Don 'tread it, OK. 
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An, si: tukata: no. [writing] Tukata: me:n (p4) ho:i hok s ip so:ng ki:p. 
The, buying a doll, right. The doll is (4) om: hundred BJ1d sixty-two kip. 
Th:i:n chak so:ng ho:i. Ning ho:i ki:p. Ho: i ki:p. Sip pe:t. Ning ho:i. 
They give change fi'om two hundred One hundred kip. A hundred kip. Eighteen. One 
hundred 
[p; writing the sum on the board] Ao. 
Right. 
S I : [still doing nothing at the board] 
S2: [to friends] Nape chaay. 
She doesn't know how. 
T: Yeeng, ge gi. Soong hooy buak soong t.brul than me'? Khien ro' hni 8. 
Look at this one. Two hundrod plus two hundred is h.ow much? Wrlto It hero! 
S2: [tries to do the sum] 
T: [goes on to explain and elicit in KmhmL1] 
The above is an example of Khamsuk's switching to Kmhmu to begin an explanation of 
content which a student has not understood. This exchange is followed by approximately 
fifteen minutes of teaching in Kmhmu, at the end of which the student manages to solve the 
problem with help from a classmate. Some might argue that Khamsuk's use of Kmhmu 
during and following on from the above exchange ls motivated by the fact that he is 
primarily engaged with an individual student, rather than the whole class, and the interaction 
is thus ' off-stage'. However, although Khamsuk is addressing an individual student here, his 
explanations are delivered loudly at the board for the whole class to hear, and the purpose of 
the exercise is to model the arithmetical process for the class. The exchange cannot 
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therefore be considered 'backstage' or 'off-lesson'. The argument that Khamsuk's use of 
K.mhmu in this content-teaching exchange does constitute 'on-lesson' teaching is further 
strengthened by the existence of several examples ofKhamsuk's use of K.mhmu for whole 
class textbook-based teaching with both grades in both mathematics and Lao language 
lessons. 
In a third grade Lao language lesson, Khamsuk uses Kmhmu for an extended teaching 
interaction beginning with the elicitation below and continuing with an explanation and 
further elicitations in Kmhmu. ln fact, from the switch point in the extract below, the rest of 
the lesson (approximately fifteen minutes) is conducted all in Km.hmu except for some Lao 
transfer for routine classroom language. The extract begins with Khamsuk reading out a text 
comprehension question from the textbook: 
T: Ao, thao Pa:n. (2) Langcha:k an na: (I), na:ng Somchai 
Righ~ Paan. (2) Aller um, (!), Somcha.i 
a:n chot ma:i hai pu: nya: fang le:o, pu: kho:ng la:o ja:k dai nyang de:? 
reads tbe Jetter for her grBJ1dfilt/Je.r and grandmother to hea1~ what does ber grandfather 
wnnt? 
( 4) Ta' khQ;ng na hni cu d6' hmeh? 
(4) /iri: grtlJJdfather wants what? 
Un c- un Somchai khien ~ un y6ng Sall ~~g un. Meh hmeh? 
That 1- tbat Somc/Jai write a.J.cltt:J.' so that Sail's father makes [somothing} for him. Wbat's ls 
it? 
S: (?) (?) un na t~eng ch6t maai (Mp) y6ng ge, un d~' (?) (gmuul). 
That she write fl.kJta to his father to get(?) (money). 
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T: Meh? Peey thtk. Tu;.p brune', lav brune'. (l) Lav, 
Is it? That's not right. ~again, say ft again. (1) flt] say.s; 
'Na:ng Somchai a:n chot ma:i mot le:o', b.a:tni· nj: 
'Somchai has fi11ished reading the Jetter: ll!lli' 
ta', ta' gmy~ng na, lav 'M yOng ge eh gi eh gi, ta' cu d6' hmeh? 
her grandfather, her grandfather who ls listening to her, says 'oh, his father makes this, mak6S 
thi.s; I want .. . ' what? 
Un Somchaj khien cMt mrutl un yOng ge un meh hmeh? 
That Somchai write iLlt:J.teJ.· so dJat his f.qtJ1er gives what? 
n~ng un ge meh hmeh? (2) Peey neeng? Peey neeng, ao, fang hnme'. 
Makes what for him? (2) You don't know? If you don't know, listen again. 
[Goes on to explain the story and elicit further questions in Kmhmu] 
In this example, Khamsuk begins by reading the question out in Lao ('After, um, So111chai 
reads ... '), but after a short si lence from the students, he goes on to translate the question 
into Kmhmu then pose more specific questions in Kmhmu (and read out the beginning of 
the rclcvru1t section of the Lao text) in order to direct the stude11ts to the correct answer. 
Even though the questioning and explanation here are drawn directly from the reading text, 
which is in Lao, Khamsuk chooses to carry them out in Kmhmu. 
Other researchers in the L2 classroom have noted the use of the Ll for complex content 
teaching. Canagarajah describes the use of the students' and teacher's L l, Tamil, when 
teachers 
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wanted to discuss culturally relevant anecdotes ... to give explanations ... or to 
provide illustrations to clarify the lesson content (Canagarajah, 2001: 204). 
Canagarajah goes on to focus on the village= LI /school = L2 dichotomy whereby teachers 
use the LI to ' refer to the world beyond the classroom' <md to 'relate the lesson content to 
knowledge gained outside the classroom' (2001: 204-205). Sim.ilm·ly, Ndayipfukamiya 
comments on the use of the LI by teachers in Burundi to contextualise content from the 
textbook and 'compare the new concepts to those [the teacher] fe lt were fami liar to the 
students' (1996: 45). Once again, the emphasis here is on the association of the Ll with the 
familiar lifeworld of the students. However, throughout the example above and in the 
ensuing interaction, Khamsuk is not relating the content to students' background knowledge 
or placing it in a village context. Nor is he moving ' backstage' (Althur 1996) or 'off-lesson' 
(Ferguson, 2003). He is carrying out prescribed work from the Lao language cwTiculum in 
the mother tongue of the students in order that they be able to engage successfully in the 
activity. 
Camilleri (J 996) notes the use of Maltese rather than the official medium, English, to 
translate elicitations which the teacher makes based on textbook material. She explains this 
as a means of 'opcn[ing] an opportunity for the learner to make a contribution to the session 
in a medium that [is] more comprehensible to all the learners' (Camilleri, 1996: 99). In the 
examples examined above, it may be more appropriate to consider the use of the Ll not 
only as a cue for students to answer in their own language, although it certainly is this, but 
also as an effective means of explaining and narrowing the teacher's elicitations so that 
students will first understand the material, then be able to answer in a comprehensible 
medium. 
A practice which confirms that Khamsuk uses Kmhmu in teaching interactions not only as a 
link to students' background knowledge, or as a cuc for students' own language choice, but 
as a more effective medium of complex communication is his use of the Ll for complex 
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management and metalinguistic iI1teractions. Below is an example of a switch to Kmhmu to 
clarify instructions from the textbook: 
T: Kho: lhi: sa·m, no? 
.Exercise number three. right? 
[Reading aloud] Chong snngke:t le:o si:p to: khian chamnuan tt:m sai i:k, 
Notice and confj11ue [tbe pnttemj by writing t/1e missing amo111Jts in, 
the:o la ha: chamnuan. 
five .r1mounts per line. 
Yeeng, kl ah si (?) no? Un bo khien, ma ya:ng, no, 
Look. here then: are four (?} light? You should write, for ex11mple, righ( 
the:o thj: ning haa sip, haa sip baa, baa kap baa sip baa t.oo yob 
line 011r:, fifty, fifty-five, five and fifty-five llJld so OD 
(?) than me' (?) gi. (?) 
(?)how much?(?) this one. (?) 
Khien go Mk sip, h6k sip haa l~ ci meh than me', than me', than me'? 
You 'd wrillJ sixty, sixty-live, then how much would it Ix:, how much, how much? 
In thjs example, Khamsuk explains the written instructions from the Lao text in Kmhmu, not 
relating them to anything outside the classroom and not expecting any verbal contribution 
from the students. Examples of management interactions such as this (and others where 
Khamsuk gives bis own Kmhmu instn1ctions not from the textbook) are frequent in the data, 
as are examples of metalinguistic interactions in Kmlunu such as the following: 
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Example 1: 
T: Gi meh huup hmeh? 
J.Wist's this a picture of? 
S: Kl1on. 
People. 
T: Ee, khon no. Gi? 
Y"s, people, right? This? 
S: Gmprang. 
Horses. 
T: I' lav tneh hmeh? 
Mat do we call them [in Lao}? 
Ss: Ma:. 
Horses. 
T: ill. ma:, n:l... Kbon, ma: . 
Yes, horses, right. People. horses. 
LMv Mt gi lav ' nya:m na:o ju: khe:t phu: do:i '. 
Now this lesson says 'tlJe cold season in mountajnous areas· . 
.A:.t ci meh Iadu: gi leev na, ladu: gat hni. 
That J!1J]ll/J;J he this season, the cold se.1son. 
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Example 2: 
T: Ge eh viek hmeh? 
Mist work does he do? 
S: Ge eh lek. 
He makes iron. 
T: Eh lek? Eh lek meh eh hmeh? K'eey ca' me', eh lek? 
Makes iron? Makes iron ls makes what? Mat do you call ft [in Lao}, to make iron? 
S: Ti: !ck 
To forge iron. 
T: ( I ) Ee, ti: lek. Go lav ti: lek. Pe meh eh lek. 
(1) Y~ to forge iron. So say forge iron. It's not make iron. 
Ti: lek, no. Ti: lek le:o. 
To forge iron, right. To forge iron, that's it. 
In these brief examples, Khamsuk elicits Lao translations for Kmhmu words from !he 
students; however, it is not only the target lexical item for translation which is in Kmhmu, 
but the entire exchange surrounding the Lao translation. At other times, Khamsuk provides 
extended metalinguistic support ii1 Kmhtnu, including translations, explanations and 
elicitations. These interactions are noted in section 7.3.3 below. At this point, the two 
examples above combined with the examples of n1anage111ent interactions in Kmhmu suffice 
to highlight the fact that in this classroom, Kmhmu is allocated an important ro le as the 
most effective mediwi1 of communication in a whole array of teaching-learning situations, 
and not only as an interpersonal device or a link to the non-academic world. 
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7.3.3 Kmhmu for text scaffolding 
Another way in which Khamsuk uses Kmhmu to increase the effectiveness of 'on-lesson' 
teaching is his practice of text scaffoldjng, which involves the oral 'annotation' (Arthur and 
Martin, 2006: 187) of Lao language texts in Kmlunu for increased student comprehension. 
This practice might be considered a type of complex content elaboration in that its aim is to 
clarify and expand in L1 on L2 lesson content. However, it is distinct from the more general 
practices of complex elaboration in its primarily textual and metalingu istic focus: the 
speci fie objective of text scaffolding is to provide translations and contextualisations in 
order to render a Lao reading text more accessible to the students. 
There are many examples of text scaffolding in the data, one of which is given below. The 
scaffolding process is shown here at length in order to illustrate the way in which .Kbamsuk 
annotates the whole text. The extract below is a monologue spoken by Khamsuk. Sections 
read from the text are shown in quotation marks. 
Lav "Mi: ntng, na:ng Somchai dai hap chot ma:i cha:k pbi: no:ng kho:ng la:o. La:o 
chap chot ma: i, le:n pai ha: pu: le nya: duai khua:m di: chai. Pu : Chot ma: i kho:ng 
phai?" 
It says "Olle day, Somcl1ai got a Jetter from hei· cousin. She took the letter aJJd raJJ happily to 
her grandfather and graJJdJJJother. GrBJ1dmther: Whose Jetter is that?" 
Ge gi meb Jaksana maaii yo' no. Maaii, tha:m. 
This is like asking each other, right Asking, asking. 
256 
"Somchai : Chot ma:i k.ho:ng a:i Sa:li: Pu : a:n su:" - re:, "A:n su: pu: fang breng 
du." 
"S01nch,1i: It's a letter from SaH Her grandfather read it for" - oh. "Read it for Grandpa to 
hear and let's sec''. 
Ge gi meh sng ta' ge lav, no. 
Tills is what her grtJJX/father S8id, right 
"Na:ng Somchai chi:k so:ng chot ma:i - chi :k ao so:ng chot ma:i o:k ma: a:n." 
"Some/Joi tore tbe envelope - tore it and took tM envdopc [sic} out co read." 
[fast] Ee, ge gi le, n.emt.naLcMtmaai. aan lav ca' gme'. 
Right, it's this, the content of the letter, what she read out 
[slow] "Ba:n Huai Ke:o, van thi: sip tula:, pi: ntng phan - pi: so:ng phan et", 
no, bo: mi: pi: ning phan. 
"Huai Ke:o village, the tenth of October, Nineteen - two tbous£1nd tmd one·: dght, there's 
no 11i11eteen. 
"No:ng Somchai thi: hak phe:ng, nap te: a:i le pho: me: kho:ng a:i dai ma: ju: ba:n 
Huay Ke:o ve:la: pi: kua: le:o, te: a:i bo: than dai song kha:o ha: no:ng Somchai . 
No: ng j u: tha:ng phi saba:idi: bo:? A:i vang va: pu: nya: a:o le a: khong saba:idi:. 
Suan a: i le pho: me: saba:idi :. Pi: ni: a:i hi:an ju: khan mo: n+ng. Di:ao ni: pho: a:i 
bo: dai hct vi:ak ko: sa:ng le:o. Pham pi:an ma: ti: lek. Tl : pha:, mi:t, chok, si:am le 
i:n i:n hai me: kha:i ju: na: hi :an. To:n phak pha:k hi :an ni:, a:i cha pai ja:m n:l:ng le 
pu: nya:. Sut tha:i ni :, a:i ko: u:ai pho:n hai no:ng le thuk khon chong mi: 
sukhapha:p khe:ng he:ng. Du:ai khuam hak phe:ng, Sa: li:h. 
Dearest Somchai, Since my mother and father and I came to Huay Ke:o village over a year 
ago, I haven't sent you any news. Are you weJJ? I hope tbnt Oraadpa and Grandma, Uncle 
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and Aunty ore well. My parents Bild I are well TlJjs year I'm studyiJ1g h1 first form. Now my 
fad1er doesn't do construction work anymore. He cbanged 1111d is forging i1·011. He forges 
machetes, knives, hoes, spades and other tlu'ngs for my mother to sell at the front of our 
bouse. Duril1g tiJe next scboo/ holidays!'// come and visit you and Grandpa and Gnindms. 
Lastly, I'd like to wish you 011d evcryo11e else good hc,9/th. Wid1 Jove, Safi. " 
2 <E, an ni: me:n ni:a nai chot ma:i, o:>. 
[fast] Aan lMc, no. Hnoong et ploh. Hnoong mMy na N.a.Jb.L.s.i.i...s.i 
[l'U] read all ofit, right There's only a bit left There's still one page . .fnge for{v.-one. 
"Langcha:k Somchai a:n chot ma:i sut le:o, pu: vao kap la:n, 
Pu : Di: le:o thi: lu:ng kh:>:ng la:11 ti: khi:ang mi:. ;):k he:ng nga:n, dai la:i ja:ng. Pu: 
b: ja:k dai ve:k le ki:ao." 
"Aller Somchai had finished reading the Jetter, [her/ grandfather said ro his grnddaugbter, 
Gra11dfatber: It's good Uwt your uncle is forgi11g tools. He's doi11g exercise ;md getting a Jot 
out of it. I'd like a shovel and a sickle. " 
[pointing to text] Meh gam yat da gmp6ng hni, ~ gi l~, no. Ve:k. 
That's the onc at the top here, this page, right A sbovcl. 
"Hai la:n khi:an chol ma:i b:>:k lu:ng ti: fa:k ma: hai pu: de:. Somchai : Do: i. 
Somchai hap pa:k pu: le:o fa:o pa.i khi:an chot ma:i t:>:p a:i Sa:li:". 
"Write ,q letter telling your uncle to send t/1em ro me please. Some/mi: Yes. Somchni listened 
to her gl'Bndfatber's words t/Je11 rushed off to write a letter back to Safi. '' 
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Ee, meh gam atthiJialru:l.m nai lae. Leev aan ge gi hnoong 'moon me' de, gam ci 
nyaak, gam ci lUUI. pe bwan, eh a? 
Yeah, it's the bit explaininJ the content Now reading this, which parts are stiU flpaf, parts 
that you can't read, are there Bny? 
[Students go on to point out difficult parts and K.hamsuk explains in Kmhmu.] 
The above extract contains two annotations in Lao, at points one and two respectively. The 
reasons for these are difficu lt to establish, but the first might be due to the degree of 
embeddedness of the utterance in Lao discourse: it occurs as an lnte1jectio11 between an 
unfinished (Lao) sentence from the text and the continuation of the (Lao) reading, and as a 
simple correction, is not intended to interrupt the flow of the text by 'framing' 61 or marking 
a new stage or speaker. ln contrast, the second Lao utterance is a discourse framing device 
marking the completion of the 'letter' stage of the text and as such, the use of Lao is 
anomalous, as all other such frames in the monologue are in Km.hmu. It could have occurred 
here as an accidental Lao follow-on from the extended Lao reading K.hamsuk has just 
carried out. Such follow-ons do occur occasionally in the data (as seen in section 7.2.1) and 
are often corrected by a switch to Kmhmu shortly after, as is this one. 
Aside from these two Lao utterances, all am1otatioo of this reading text is done in Kmhmu. 
Khm11Suk uses Kmhmu first to mark the beginning of the text ('it says'). He then uses 
Kmhmu to orient the students to the various stages or turns in the text by framing each one 
('This is like asking each other', 'This is what her grandfather said', 'it's this, the content of 
the letter', ' it's the bit explaining the content'). In doing this, Khamsuk is supporting the 
students by giving them information such as speaker and topic, which will help them make 
sense of what will be or has been read out. In addition to providing such framing of the text 
61 
'Framing' is used here to refer to the verbal marking-off by the reader of new stages 
and/or speakers in the text. That is, 'framing' here refers to the use of interjections during 
the reading aloud of the text in order to orient the listeners to new topics or voices as they 
arise. As such, it does not strictly constitute a 'shift in frame' as analysed by Goffman (1974) . 
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stages, Khamsuk uses Kmhmu to give au explanation of unfamiliar lexis ('That's the one at 
the top here ... shovel '). Once he has fini shed the reading, Khamsuk then continues the 
activity in Kmhruu ('Now reading this, which parts are still hard .. . ?). 
The use of the L 1 for such scaffolding is co1ru11011 in the 12 classroom. Martin notes that 
' annotating the text in Malay ... is an extremely common practice in B111nei classrooms 
rwhere the medium of instmction is English]' (Arthur and Martin, 2006: 187), while Lin 
describes what she calls 'Cantonese-annotated English academic monolingualism', a practice 
also mentioned above, in wh ich ' the main purpose of using Cantonese ... [is] to expediently 
annotate English (L2) key terms, key statements, or texts to students who have limited 
English linguistic resources' (1996: 70). Similarly, Ndayipfukamiya (1996) and Camilleri 
( 1996) identify oral L I commentaries on written L2 texts in Burundi and Malta respectively. 
What these studies have in common is that each one identifies Ll use as a practical means 
of mediating unfamiliar L2 texts for students, particularly tlu·ough translation and 
paraphrase. 
Khamsuk's use of Kmhmu to provide explanations of lexis, as in the above activity, or 
translations, as in other activities, fits neatly with the practices described in these studies, 
although his use of Kmhmu to frame the stages of the text is somewhat more sophisticated 
than the annotation teclmiqucs identified there. The important point to note, and one perhaps 
underemphasised in the above studies and elsewhere (c.f. Adcndorff, 1993, Simon, 2001), is 
that by using the L1 in such a content-teaching role in the classroom, teachers manage to 
maintain the official presence of the recognized medium of instruction (through the reading 
of written texts) while simultaneously according a crucial academic role to the mother 
tongue. Of course, this role and that accorded to the 12 cannot be considered equally 
legitimised, as only the L2 occurs in written form and, as the tern1 'ati.notatioo' Sttggests, the 
Ll takes somewhat of a supporting role in these activities. However, this does not negate the 
fact that teachers are communicating curriculum content in the L2 not as a means of 
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marking solidarity or stepping out of their academic roles but as an integral part of their 
primary role as 'information givers'. In Khamsuk's classroom, this fact coupled with the 
sheer amount of Kmhmu used by the teacher, serves to render the Ll if not equally 
legitimate to Lao then at least considerably less marginalized than it is in classrooms such as 
Saisana's. 
7.3.4 Acceptable necessity 
As suggested earlier, the fact that Kmhmu has a greater presence and a more legitimate role 
in K.hamsuk's classroom than in some others does not necessarily indicate an ideology of 
'linguistic human rights' (Skutnabb-Kangas and Phillipson, 1994) on his part. Rather, the 
classroom and interview data suggest that Kharnsuk takes a pragmatic view which values the 
instrumental role of the Ll in teaching and learning while still holding the L2 to be both the 
ideal means and an end goal of the education process. That is, Khamsuk seems to consider 
Kmhmu to be a necessity rather than an ideal in the classroom. When asked with reference 
to several different classroom activities and speech acts why he uses Kmhmu or Lao, 
Khamsuk repeatedly refers to the necessity of the LI for student comprehension: 
I scold the students in Kmhmu - it's like I don't say il to them every day, so 
they don't know it, they don't understand, so I have to scold them in 
Kmhrnu ... Making speeches is the same, in that I don' L make speeches to 
them every day like r tend to say 'what day is it', 1 tend to ask the month and 
year, that stuff. r don't speak like that [i.e. don't make speeches] every day so 
they don' t understand. So I have to say it in Kmhmu. 
ff I say things in Lao the children might not know. lfl can say it in Kmhmu, I 
have to use Kmhmu with them. 
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With mathematics that I've taught in the past, for those lessons most of the 
time I've tended to use Lao. That's because they could W'.lderstand a bit. With 
third grade there are some cases when I'll ask in Kmhmu. Most of the time 
it's because they don't understand yet. 
These comments indicate a pragmatic approach whereby the use of Kmhmu is somewhat of 
a concession to the practical demands of day to day classroom teaching rather than the result 
of a strongly positive valuing of the Ll in the classroom. However, such a concession could 
not be made without a degree of openness to the potentially positive role of the mother 
tongue, or at the very least, without a lack of strongly negative attitudes to the use of the 
mother tongue in the classroom. 
Although Khamsuk describes his use of Kmhmu as a 'necessity', as was seen in chapter s ix, 
negative attitudes to the L1 can lead teachers to speak almost exclusively in Lao. Thus we 
should ask whether his concession to use the L1 should be seen simply as a matter of 
necessity (isn't it equally necessary for Saisana?), or whether this 'necessary' concession 
can only be made by K.hamsuk because he considers tbe LI an acceptable medium of 
classroom communication. This attitude of linguistic pragmatism, which takes for granted 
the acceptability of the L1 in both social and educational contexts, emerges in Khamsuk's 
community language use. 
7.4 Khamsuk's community language 
On one of my visits to Ba:n liuay Yen, I went to the stream with Khamsuk and some of the 
students to watch them catch our lunch. After diving under the water several metres away 
from the students and from me, K.hamsuk came up into the rather cool air and said quietly to 
himself 'gat!', which means 'cold ' in K.mhmu. Tbe comment was not directed at anyone, but 
was a spontaneous exclamation of discomfort - in K.mhmu. When asked about bis 
occasional spontaneous comments in K.mhmu, K.hamsuk said 'I'm used to it. T'm used to 
speaking it'. This spontaneous comment and its explanation reflect K.hamsuk' s high degree 
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of exposure to and integration into Kmhmu life in Ba:n Huay Yen, as docs his tendency to 
refer to the village (in and outside the classroom) in Kmhmu as 'kung i' (our village/home) 
and the K.mhrnu language as 'guam i' (our language)62• 
In fact, at the time of the research, Khamsuk had spent five years living in Lamet and 
Kmhmu villages and in that time, had participated widely in village life. ln Ba:n Huay Yen 
he li ved with the Head of the school (a local man) and his family, fished and trapped with 
them, ate with them, and attended village festivals and ceremonies where he joined in the 
often excessive eating and drinking bouts which characterise K.mhmu celebrations. On every 
occasion where he was observed interacting with villagers, including the two other school 
teachers (both Kmhmu), K.hamsuk spoke Kmhmu. Outside the school, it was only when 
speaking with me and when reading a formal document at a village meeting that I observed 
Khrunsuk to use Lao in the village, although he said in interviews that he occasionally spoke 
Lao with some individuals in the village if they spoke Lao with him first. 
This high degree of cultural and linguistic exposure and immersion might have caused 
K.hamsuk to develop a sense of the naturalness of the Kmhmu language for communication 
with villagers (or even with himselt1). As he said, he's ' used to it'. Such a sense of 
naturalness could partly explain K.hamsitk's acceptance of the use of Kmhmu in the 
classroom. After all, the children are the same villagers with whom Kharnsuk speaks 
Kmhmu every day in his non-teaching life. This differs considerably fro111 the circumstances 
in which Saisana lives, where she speaks more Lao than Kmhmu on a daily basis and is part 
of a mixed K.mhmu and Tai-Lue community. 
62 Proschan has noted the same linguistic in-group identification by outsiders living in 
Kmhmu communities. He relates this to what he calls the 'fungibility of ethnic identity 
among the Kmhmu', whereby people are able to leave and enter the Kmhmu ethnic group 
by affiliation without requiring a Kmhmu bloodline PROSCHAN, F. (1997) "We are all 
Kmhmu, just the same": ethnonyms, ethnic identities, and ethnic groups. American 
Ethnologist, 24, 91-113. In Khamsuk's case it is not a matter of assuming a Kmhmu identity, 
as he refers to himself on ly as Tai-Lue or lowland Lao. However, it does seem to indicate a 
high degree of integration into the community. 
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However, intensive exposure alone is not the cause of Khamsuk's participation in 
community life, or possibly even of his sense of the natw-alness (and thus acceptability) of 
using Kmhmu in the village and school. Some ethnfo Tai-Lue teachers living in other 
villages in Nalae do not immerse themselves as Khamsuk does: they were noted to spend 
much of their time alone or only with other teachers, to avoid village festivities, and/or to 
prefer to speak Lao. 
Khamsuk's social and linguistic behaviour must originate at least partly with an openness to 
Kmhmu culture and language. This ope1mess allows him to join in village activities, to use 
the language with villagers even when he need not (all the men speak Lao to some degree), 
and to consider Kmhmu a natural and acceptable part of interaction inside and outside the 
classroom, even if it does have a lesser status than Lao, being a 'necessity' rather than an 
ideal choice. That is, Khamsuk's village experience both reflects an attitude of openness to 
Kmhmu language and culture, and fosters that attitude through continued exposure to and 
participation in local life. This attitude does not prohibit the use of Kmhmu even in official 
contexts such as the school, when it is the most pragmatic soh1tion to the problems of 
teaching and learning. 
Khamsuk's pragmatic opettness to the use of Kmhmu even for official purposes is expressed 
in the following comments fro11\ an interview. After mentioning the importance of villagers' 
learning Lao for official communications, Khamsuk says: 
There are some things we want to say in Lao, about education, to liaise with 
people ... 
He then says people in the district centre should also know Kmlunu: 
If we want to go and liaise with people but they don't know Lao, we have to 
use it, liaise in Kmhmu, speak in Kmhmu. 
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Once again, this is a discourse of necessity, but within this discourse of necessity is an 
unstated assumption of the very possibility of making such a language choice when to 
others, such as Saisana. it contradicts the correct linguistic order of things. 
7.5 Conclusion 
The analysis of Khamsuk's classroom language practice identified his tendency to 
symbolically accord Lao a s ignificant role in the classroom while practically according the 
central role to Kmhmu. His practices and comments indicate that while he recognizes the 
importance of Lao in institutionalized education, he holds a positive orientation to etlmic 
diversity and an openness to the benefits of tnother tongue education which allow him to 
combine the two languages in the classroom as he sees fit. As in the previous chapter, these 
practices cannot be seen as a reproduction of the official discourses in full. In fact, 
Khamsuk's classroom language practice constitutes an even stronger challenge to those 
discourses than previously seen. 
The nature of this challenge will be examined more fully in the conclusion to this thesis. For 
now, we turn to the last of the classroom case studies in order to explore another local 
response to the Lao national policy. 
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8 Ceng: Signalling Lao status, sharing Kmhmu identity 
B.1 Introduction 
8.1.1 Ceng 
Ccng63 is a quiet but endearingly humorous Kmhmu Luc man in his late thirties. He was 
born in Ba:n Phangbok, a Kmhmu vil lage hjgh in the mountains two and a half hours walk 
from Ba:n Huay Yen, where Khamsuk teaches. After completing his primary education in a 
nearby village, Ceng went to the di strict centre to pursue his secondary education. Upon 
graduation from his third year of secondary school in the district centre, Ceng returned to 
leach in his home village for six years before being sent to teach in two other Kmlunu Luc 
villages, a Ktnhmu R:'.>:k village, in his own village once again, in a mixed Tai-Lue and 
Kmhmu R::i:k village, then in the district centre, each for a period of one to two years and 
each time as a first and/or second grade teacher, except for one year teaching fourth grade. 
While being employed in these villages, Ceng also completed the Mcuang Sing teacher 
upgrading program during school holidays. 
At the time of the research, Ceng had just started teaching in Ban Phu: Khi:ao64 , a Kmhmu 
village within the Nalae district municipality. He and his wife, (who is also Kmhmu Lue) 
and two children were living in the dish'ict centre, from where Ceng made the steep half 
hour trip to and from Ban Phu: Khi:ao every day on foot. 
8.1.2 Ceng's Kmhmu and Lao language proficiency 
Being ethnic Kmhmu and having grown up in a Kmhmu village, Ceng speaks the Kmhmu 
language fluently. Having spent several years teaching in Kmhmu R::i:k vi llages and then 
living in the ethnically mixed district centre, he is familiar with the different dialects of 
Kmhmu spoken in Nalae (his own Lue, as well as Ro:k and Yuan) and the different varieties 
63 Kmhmu orthography has been used here, as this Is a Kmhmu name (but not the real name 
of this teacher). The name 'Ceng' would be written as 'Chreng' in the Lao orthography used 
here. 
64 Not its real name. 
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spoken in many of the v illages. Not only is Ceng able to conmmnicate fluently in K.mhmu, 
but he is also able to use the language eloquently and to humorous effect: he demonstrates a 
knowledge of traditional vocabulary now less used by the younger district speakers and is 
adept at using the rhyming collocations valued in Kmhmu rhetoric. 
However, his variety of Kmhmu also includes a substantial degree of Lao borrowing, or 
'mctatypy'6s. As will be seen below, Ceng uses Lao-origin discourse markers such as 
'chfng' (therefore) and other function words such as ' le:o' (past-tense adverbial) and 'khan' 
(LC). His Kmhmu also includes phrases and sentences which appear to have been calqued 
onto the Lao structures (e.g. Pe ah me' = Bo: mi : phai. Lit. No have who = 'There isn't 
anyone'), as well as lexical borrowing and semantic parallels with Lao in entrenched 
collocations (e.g. Le hriiwam = Di chai. Lit. Good heart = ' Happy'). These four 
realisations of metatypy noted above are well established in the western dialects of Kmhmu, 
although they occur to different degrees depending on the age and residence of the speaker. 
While Ceng's Kmhmu is more fluent and includes less Lao-based metatypy than that of 
many younger bilingual native speakers in the district, it displays a higher proportion of 
metatypy than the more conservative variety spoken by older Kmhmu people outside Nalae 
district centre. 
Ceng 's Lao is fluent and he is able to reproduce the various spoken genres which he needs 
professionally and otherwise, although at times he has difficulty reproducing the highly 
formalised Lao which is conventionally used to discuss government policy (sec section 8.4 
below). Ceng's Lao also displays Kmhmu influence, most notably in its phonology (tones 
are realised differently from local Tai speakers or lowland Lao people from other areas) and 
in lexical borrowing, although there is also some calquing. These characteristics arc typical 
65 This te rm is sometimes used to refe r to linguistic changes resulting from language contact 
Instead of the more common term 'borrowing', as the latter focuses attention on lexical 
cha nges rather than giving equa l weight to lexica l as we ll as phonological, morphological, 
syntactic and semantic change. 
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of the Lao spoken by Kmhmu people in Nalae and some are even present in the speech of 
non-Kmhmu locals (see section 5.4.2 above for a discussion of this) . They are thus not 
considered to be a form of individualised language 'interference'. 
Although the more widely established instances of Lao-origin Jexis in Ceng's Kmhmu are 
identified as bonowing (or metatypy) and are thus analysed as Kmhmu, others are more 
difficult to identify definitively as either borrowing or transfer. This problem was noted in 
relation to Khamsuk in chapter seven and the same approach is taken here. Those instances 
of Lao-origin lcxis which also occur in the K.mhmu of the wider Nalae speech community 
are considered borrowings, and as such are treated as Kmhmu lexis (rendered here in bold). 
Those Lao-origin items which occw· neither in the Kmhmu speech of the wider community 
nor regularly in Ceng's own Kmhmu speech are considered transfers and are thus treated as 
switches to Lao (rendered in normal script). Lao-origin items which occur as regular 
'borrowings' in Ceng's classroom speech due to the lack of a K.mhmu equivalent, or which 
could be analysed as either language (e.g. phrases constituted entirely of borrowed words) 
are considered ' indeterminate' (underlined). 
8.1.3 Ban Phu: Khi:ao village and school 
The village of Phu: Khi:ao clings to the mountain slopes a few ki lometres from the district 
centre, in between the steep banks of the Tha river on one side and the steep mountain-rice 
fields and gardens of the villagers on the other. Tn 2005 it had a population of 232, all 
Kmhmu Luc families (except for one Lamet man) relocated there between 1998 and 2005 
from a site much higher up in the mountains. The village is at t11e end of the road leaving 
the district centre. Beyond this point, further travel is only possible by boat or on foot. 
Although the village is close to the district centre and some villagers travel between the two 
every day (especially upper primary and secondary school students, who must continue their 
studies in the centre), there is a sharp contrast between the lives of most Phu: Khi:ao 
villagers and most district centre dwellers. The great majority of villagers consists of 
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subsistence farmers, some of whom are able to supplement their incomes by selling 
agricultural and forest products or by hiring out their labotu·. Most of these farmers did not 
complete primary school, and many of them (particularly the women) did not attend school 
at all. The people of Phu: Khi:ao village continue to produce and use traditional implements 
and clothing, although tl1ey also use commercially available products when they are able to 
buy them. Although life in Phu: Khi:ao today is very different from life in the original 
village before 1998, many residents of the district centre consider Phu: .Khi:ao residents to 
be 'backwards' ('la lang') or 'uncivilized' ('bo: chalce:n'), and attribute this to their having 
'come from the mountains' ('ma: te: phu: le: pha:)66• 
The language of communication among Phu: Kbi:ao villagers and between vill agers and 
Kmhmu outsiders is Kmhmu. Lao is only spoken in the village when non-Kmlunu people 
come to conduct government business or trade (although trade with non-Knlhmu locals is 
also carried out in Klnhmu). However, there is a generator-powered television in the village 
where locals can watch Thai broadcasts (the Lao signal is not received here) and frequent 
interaction with those in the district centre means that most adult residents of Ba:n Phu: 
Khi:ao have at least some proficiency in Lao. This proficiency ranges from limited receptive 
ability (for mauy women) to oral fluency and basic literacy (for some of U1e middle-aged 
men). 
Ba:n Phu: Khi:ao school was founded in 1998 with the establislunent of the village, although 
tbe original school building was replaced more recently with a more solid structure funded 
by a Japanese NGO. The new school is a two-room concrete-floored, tin-roofed wooden 
building with wooden slat windows open to the elements. At the time of the research, only 
one of the rooms was being used for the combined grade one and two class. At this time, the 
sixteen grade one and nine grade two students sat at home-made wooden benches facing the 
66 These comments were made by a staff member of the Nalae District Education Bureau 
and were echoed In Informal conversations with other district centre residents. 
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front with three or four students to a row. The benches were rickety and 1rneven, too tall for 
most of the first grade students. The teacher's desk was positioned at the front and centre of 
the class under the cracked blackboard. It was from this point that much of Ceng's teaching 
was can-ied out. 
8.1.4 Students' Lao language proficiency 
Like children in the other villages described here, the children of Ba:n Phu: Khi:ao generally 
do not learn Lao until they enter school, and then to varying degrees of success. Dw·ing 
their first year of schooling, they learn some basic vocabulary, especially numbers, nouns 
like animal and food names, and some common verbs. Jn their second year, this vocabulary 
is expanded and some children demonstrate that they arc able to compose simple sentences 
in Lao. Lao questioning of students suggests that many second graders arc able to 
comprehend simple questions about classroom topics and daily life in Lao. However, they 
are for the most part unwilling (or unable) to produce Lao responses. Similarly, by second 
grade many st11dents are able to read their prescribed Lao texts aloud, but rarely provide Lao 
answers to comprehension questions unless quoting directly from the book. As with the 
school students in other villages, it is difficult to know whether this reluctance stems from 
linguistic inability, shyness, or both. 
8.1.5 Outline of the chapter 
Thls chapter will consider the ways in whlch Cong acknowledges the role of Lao as the 
official language of institutionalised teaching and learning while maintaining Kmhrnu as the 
main medium of classroom interaction. IL begins with an investigation of ' on-stage' , routine, 
and school-discourse related classroom language, pointing out that these practices are 
similar to but less well-established than those in Khamsuk's classroom. The chapter then 
moves on to a discussion of the dominance of Kmhmu in management and content 
interactions in this classroom, and the significant interpersonal causes and effects of tJ1is. 
These classroom language practices are then considered in the context of Ceng's linguistic 
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and social behaviour outside the classroom and fotmd to be highly consistent with it. 
Finally, conclusions are drawn regarding the relationship between official government 
policy discow·ses and the language beliefs and practices of this teacher. It is suggested that 
Ceng's language practices challenge some widely accepted arguments on the nature of 
language and legitimacy. 
8.2 Signalling Lao Status 
Like the other teachers in th is study, Ceng establishes a link between Lao language and the 
official work of classroom teaching and learning. Many of the means by which he does this 
are similar to those employed by Saisana and Khamsuk~ however, the extent to which Ceng 
does this is considerably less. Furthermore, not only is Lao rarer in Ceng's classroom than 
in the others, but this relative rarity of Lao leads to some unexpected differences between 
this and other classrooms Jn the marking of central and non-central classroom discow-se. 
8.2.1 Routine classroom language 
Ceng gives the simplest and most common classroom instructions and feedback in Lao. The 
instructions 'sit down' (nang long), 'go back to your seat ' (pai b~>:n), and 'be quiet' (mit) are 
found only in Lao in the data for Ceng, as are the items ' that's right' (tht:k), ' well done' 
(keng la:i), and 'clap your hands to congratulate [him/her]' (top mi: somsce:i). Other routine 
language, such as the daily elicitations ' is that everyone?' (khop b:):?) and 'what day is it?' 
(van nyang?) occur mostly in Lao, although there are occasional instances of these 
elicitations being made in Kmhmu. This usually occurs when the elicitations follow on from 
an earlier stretch of Kmhmu discourse rather than being in lesson-initial position. 1t is 
notable, however, that even when such e licitations are made in K.J.nhmu, they tend to include 
Lao transfer or bon-owing and thus still associate c lassroom-specific behaviours with the 
Lao language. 
For example, after making some comments in Kmhmu to grade one, Ceng asks grade two 
'khln 106c a?' (lit. &Q....UR all INT = 'Has everyone .QQIM?'). Instead of using the Kmhmu 
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words 'gaay' (come) or 'root' (arrive), Ceng chooses the Lao 'khin' here. This word forms 
part of the Lao collocation 'khin ho:ng' (come to class). The second item of the collocation 
is omitted here, but the fust item is bon-owed/transfcrred in isolation to distinguish the 
action of coming to class from the more general action of coming or arriving elsewhere. 
Another occurrence of Lao for routine classroom language is Ceng's use of the Lao terms of 
address 'na:ng' (Miss/Mrs) and 'tha:o' (Master/Mr) before students' names when he is 
speaking either Lao or Kmhmu. This is a common practice among ethnic Lao teachers at all 
levels of education, and reflects the wider tendency for Lao people to use titles, whether 
they be politeness markers or not, before personal names in the second person. This 
contrasts with the Kmhmu tendency to use only the personal name without a title, or a 
pronoun when speaking in the second person.67 Thus Ceng's use of the Lao titles with 
students' personal names construes both the students' classroom identity and their 
relationship to the teacher as Lao not Kmhmu, not only by the presence of the Lao lexical 
items 'na:ng' and 'th:ao', but by the presence of any title at all. 
The transfer of terms of address has been identified in other L2 and L3 classrooms. Merritt 
( 1992: 117) notes the use of the L1 terms for 'son of /'daughter of and the L2 term for 
'young man', as well as the L3 (English) 'my sister' and 'our brother', among others in 
Kenyan classrooms. She explains the use of these terms as 'softeners' (ibid.); that is, as a 
means of lessening the interpersonal distance between teacher and student. It is the transfer 
of LJ terms of address into L2/L3 teacher speech which appears to be the most common in 
Merritt' s data and which she claims achieves the greatest informality and thus solidarity. 
67 Kmhmu people sometimes use the Kmhmu kinship title (without the personal name) 
instead of the pronoun or the personal name when speaking in the second person, but this 
appears to be a case of metatypy modeled on the Lao. In any case, this still differs from the 
practice identified above firstly in that the titles in non·classroom Kmhmu speech are 
Kmhmu not Lao lexica l items and secondly, in that titles in Kmhmu do not usually occur 
together with personal names. 
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Similarly, use of L l tem1s of endearment is noted in other studies of the L2 classroom (e.g. 
Adendorff, 1993, Cazden et al., 1980, Martin-Jones and Saxena, 2003). As does Merritt's 
st11dy, Adendorff s identifies transfer of terms of address from Ll to L2 for the purpose of 
creating teacher-student solidarity. The transfer in these cases differs from Ceng's in that in 
Ceng's case the transfer oftenns of address is always from L2 to Ll , is not for terms of 
endearment but for formal titles, and thus cannot be understood as a solidarity-building 
technique. Rather, Ceng's transfer of the Lao titles na:ng (Miss/Mrs) and tha:o (Master/Mr) 
is a means of creating a more formal, distant, and 'foreign' (i.e. Lao) relationship between 
the teacher and students as opposed lo the close, informal and ' local' relationship which 
they maintain in the Kmhmu speaking village context. 
In addition to hls use of Lao titles for the students, Ceng establishes his own classroom 
identity as a Lao one by frequently referring to himself using the Lao phrase 'a:i khu:' (lit. 
' older brother teacher'), whether in a stretch of Kmhmu or of Lao speech. Once again, such 
a combination of a kinship title (older brother) and a professional title (teacher) is 
distinctively Lao, not Kmhmu. It at once creates an identity which is specifically Lao and 
specifically classroom-related. Although the use of a Kmhmu kinship title such as 'h~~m' 
(older brother) together with the word 'khu' (teacher) would be unacceptable according to 
the rules of Kmhmu syntax, Ceng could use the Kmhmu first person sil1gular pronoun '6' if 
he wan led to refer to himself using conventional Kmhmu terminology and thereby construe 
his classroom relationship with the students in traditional K.mh111u terms. He could even use 
the term 'khu' (teacher) alone to indicate a relationship specific to the classroom but less 
markedly Lao. The use of a noun such as 'khu' in the first person is characteristically Lao, 
but the fact that this noun also exists as a loanword in Kmhmu and that it is not marked here 
by a Lao kinship title would render it a less obvious marker of the classroom teacher-student 
relationship as Lao. 
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The assumption of, or aspiration to, majority identities through the taking on of majority 
language names is not 1mconm1011 and can be observed among minority communities 
worldwide. This is not surprising, given that appellation is the most explicit means of 
attributing identity to ow·selves and others. Pavlenko (2004: 47) notes the practice of 
assuming English names among early American immigrants, and Norguay (1998) does the 
same for Canadian inunigraots, in both cases with the aspiration of 'becoming' majority 
group members. Although the use of Lao titles here is not equivalent to a change of personal 
names, it is perhaps the next most effective means of indexing the assumption of majority 
identities in the temporary sphere of the classroom. 
Ceng's use of Lao for routine classroom interactions and appellations parallels Khamsuk's: 
both teachers associate institutionalised learning with the Lao langt1age by referring to and 
establishing practices and relationships which are particular to the classroom in Lao. That is, 
both K.hamsuk's and Ceng's students are being socialised into the bodily behaviours and 
interpersonal relationships of the classroom in Lao: they are being transformed from 
Kmlunu children into Lao stlldents. The fact that many of Ceng's students call out 
classroom-typical routine utterances such as 'finished' (le:o) and 'not yet' (nyang) in Lao 
whether the teacher's progress-check ('finished?') occurred in Lao (le:o bo:?) or Kmhmu 
(hMc a?), or even when there was no progress-check, suggests that these students participate 
to some degree in this Lao language c lassroom socialisation. The fact that the students often 
take up Ceng's terminology and refer to him as 'a:i khu:' (lit. 'older brother teacher' in Lao) 
rather than using a Kmhmu pronoun, or even a Kmhmu kinship term, also iltdicates their 
participation in the construal of the institutional relationship between teacher and students as 
a Lao one. 
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8.2.2 School discourse related code choice 
Also like Khamsuk, Ceng uses Lao (-origin) words for objects, processes and relationships 
which are specific to the academic context. Some of these words have been borrowed or 
transferred into Kmhmu due to the lack of a Kmhmu equivalent. Examples include, but are 
not limited to: 'piln' (book), 'hot' (lesson), 'Yisa:.' (subject), 'km;.' (point), 'h:l:.ui' (class), 
'ni:a nai' (content), and ' khon khu.a' (study/research). Other items frequently transferred or 
borrowed by Ceng include flmction words, particularly markers of cohesion such as 'tang 
cha:k' (after), 'pho va:' (because), and 'tht: va:' (it's like/that means), which arc commonly 
used in the Nalae district variety of Kmhmu. 
As was argued in chapter seven, we cannot consider these two types of borrowing/transfer 
as highly purposeful associations of the academic learning context with the Lao language on 
the part of the teacher. However, as was also seen in chapter seven, borrowing or transfer 
from Lao due to the lack of a Kmhmu equivalent is not insignificant, as 1) it would be 
equally possible to create new (compound) words from native Kmhmu lexis or to extend the 
semantics of existing Kmhmu words if Km11111u speakers like Ceng found it important to do 
so; and 2) the use of Lao (-origin) words for school-discourse related items, whatever the 
motivation, nevertheless differentiates the village and the school contexts and reproduces the 
link between the school context and the Lao language, at least as long as speakers recognize 
borrowed/transferred words as Lao in origin. 
There are other examples in the data of borrowing/transfer where Kmhmu equivalents do 
exist but Ceng has chosen to use a Lao (-origin) item instead, for example the Lao 'b:..u' 
instead of the Kmhmu ' yaam' (period/time). As was mentioned in section 7 .2.3 above with 
regard to the term 'buak' (add/plus), it could be argued that this is a case of lexical 
borrowing to make a semantic distinction: a morning school period (b.:n sruat) lasts for a 
more or less set number of hours and involves the study of one academic subject. Morning 
time (yaam sruat) is a period not fixed by the clock aud potentially involving any type or 
number of activities. However, Ceng is even less constrained here than in cases such as 
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those mentioned in the previous paragraph to use a Lao (-origin) term to make this 
distinction, or even to make the distinction at all. He could equally have coined a Kmhmu 
compound word (e.g. yaam hien = 'study period/time') to distinguish the slightly different 
semantics. He could also have chosen not to distinguish the items semantically at all, but to 
include the new meaning (study period) under the general term 'yaam' (period/time), as we 
tend to do with the word 'period' in Australian English. Like Khamsuk's, Cong's 
borrowing/transfer from Lao here is significant firstly in that he finds it important to 
distinguish academic (school) practices from non-academic (village) ones, and secondly in 
that be reproduces the association between academic practices and the Lao language. 
Other examples of the use of Lao for specifically school-related items within a Kmhrnu 
stretch of discourse include three words also noted for Khamsuk: 'thi:k' instead of 'meen' 
(correct), 'pen' instead of 'meh' (to be) for mathematical calcu lations, and ' buak' instead of 
'tmp6' (add/plus). It is perhaps important to note here that not all teachers ofK.mhmu 
students use these Lao (-origin) terms when teaching mathematics. The previous teacher in 
Ba:n Huay Yen, also a native Kmlunu speaker in his thirties who lives in lhe district centre, 
was observed to use the Kmhmu terms 'tmp8' (add/plus) and 'pie' (subtract/throw away) 
instead. ln addition to these three terms, Ceng also uses the Lao words 'phak~' instead 
of 'hrlu' (rest/take a break), ' chi: ' instead of 'pmeeng' (remember), 'lcum' (group), and 
'li:ang' (story/topic), among others. 
The association of the academic context with the Lao language and the village context with 
Kmhmu is illustrated in the following example, in which Ceng refers to the students' 
appearance: 
T: Nak hian kung i' je' ~? 
The students from our 'Vi/Iago are dirty, aren't they/you? 
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Bo yat leh hni Om tng raa. 
Yo117e right 11ear tbc Nam Ths river, 
Grwam go piang, hong hian go je'. 
but your c/otht:S are sfllimd and the school's dirty. 
La' pwam pmeeng dee, pian dee. 
Next time remember. Ch8J18e [it]. 
Ge gi go hmwan yo', hruk nan, te~ tiao. 
11Lls one [student] is the S1UIJe. Yow top and trousers are filthy. 
Here, Ceng is discussing a topic in KJnbmu which does not constitute curriculum content or 
relate specifically to the school, except in that he is addressing students. Jn fact, he is 
discussing behaviour which he believes should take place in the space of the village, not the 
school. For this, he uses the Kmhmu word 'pmeeng' (at point 1) for ' remember' .68 All other 
uses of the word 'remember' in the data arc to exhort the students to remember their lessons 
- a plea which Ccng makes frequently and which forms part of the academic discourse of 
the c lassroom. In all these other examples, Ceng uses the Lao word 'rut', whether or not he 
is otherwise speaking Lao. This suggests a distinction being made between non-academic 
topics or practices as Km.hnrn and academic ones as Lao. In fact, Ceng himself says: 
68 The Kmhmu word 'prneeng' consists of the causative prefix 'pr' and the verb 'neeng' 
(know). Its meaning is thus literally translatable as 'cause oneself to know'. As such, It has an 
agentive sense. This is different from t he Lao 'chi:', which can be used in an agentive sense 
('Remember this!') or a non-agentive sense ('Do you remember?'). However, this distinction 
does not affect the argument made above, as Ceng uses the Lao 'chi:' both in an agentive 
and non-agentive sense throughout the data. Thus his use of the Kmhmu 'prneeng' here is 
not only in order to distinguish this agentive meaning. 
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[In the classroom, I] speak Lao if it's whole-class work [viak luam]. If it's 
just talking normally, like outside issues or whatever, l use Krnhmu . . -
This comment suggests an ideological orientation to Lao as the official language of 
teaching, even if this ideology is not put consistently into practice, as will be seen in section 
8.3 below. 
The use of L2 words or phrases in Ll stretches of teaching discourse as in the examples 
discussed above was found in Kenyan primary classrooms by Merritt ( 1992). According to 
her, teachers transferred English lexis during science lessons because: 
[w]hen the English terms of the required vocabulary put together semantic 
features of the domain in a way that differs from local expression, the teacher 
will find difficulty in making direct translations (Merritt, 1992: 112). 
The examples given were 'air' and 'land', both of which have several possible but not 
exactly equivalent translations in Luo (the students' L l) which fail to convey the meanings 
intended in the English language science text5, and neither of which could be used 
appropriately in the scientific discourse being articulated. While Merritt's explanation is 
plausible in relation to her data, it is not sufficient to account for the examples from Ceng's 
teacl1ing. In his case, many of the L2 items replace LI synonyms with an equivalent 
meaning (in as much as any translation can be considered truly equ ivalent) as shown above. 
Furthermore, many of the items which Ceng transfers (like 'correct' and 'remember') are 
not specific to the subject matter being taught, and would have little bearing on the accurate 
transmission of academic knowledge. 
Use of L2 words for specifically school-related items i11 Ll discomse is also found in the 
data collected by Camilleri (1996: 98-99). ln Camilleri's examples, the teacher is using the 
L2 (English) for scientific terms such as 'stomata' and 'chloroplasts', which the students 
have just learned in an English text. Although Camilleri doesn' t mention this, the teacher in 
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her study may be borrowing or transfen·ing these English words into her Maltese speech 
because she assumes the students do not know their Maltese equivalents. She may also be 
repeating the English words to consolidate the students' leaming of them as new vocabulary 
items. However, iI1 Ceng's case, most of the L2 items being used are not technical in nature 
and do have L 1 equivalents (listed above) which the students would know. Furthermore, it is 
unlikely that Ceng is modelling the L2 items as new vocabulary as, unlike the Maltese 
teacher's scientific terms, they are not particular to one lesson, but form part of his daily 
classroom teaching. A more satisfactory explanation for Ceng's borrowing or transfer in 
these insta11ces is that he uses Lao for items which are particular to, or even emblematic of 
the academic context in general in order to maintain the regular and visible presence of Lao 
not only as a language in the classroom, but as the language ofthe classroom. 
8.2.3 Explicit Lao language teaching 
The students in Ceng's class appear to learn some of the routine language of the classroom 
quite rapidly through the frequent repetition to which they are exposed. Words such as 
'kcng' (excellent), 'nang long' (sit down), 'ptm' (book) and 'chi:' (remember) can be used 
by Ceng dozens of times in one lesson and, a few weeks into the school yeru-, the children 
are able to respond to them appropriately. However, students predictably have greater 
difficulty with Lao words, phrases, or sentences which relate to specific lesson content and 
are not used as frequently in the classroo1n. They may also have a receptive proficiency with 
some more commonly used items, but not produce those items themselves. For some of 
these items, Ceng engages in explicit vocabulary teaching. This is seen in the example 
below, where Ceng is eliciting infon11ation from first grade students on a picture in the Lao 
language textbook: 
T: [holding up the textJ Ki, huup gi meh huup hmeh? 
H~re. what 's fhjs a picture of'! 
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S: (?) 
(?) 
T: Huup hmeh? 
A picture of what? 
S: Huup g6n. 
A picture of a person. 
T: Huup g6n? 
A picture of a person? 
Ss: Ee. 
Yes. 
S: G6n gmp6ng gl~b. 
A bald person. 
T: Huup k6n. Meh phunying a, phusa:i a? 
A picture of a person. Is it a girl or a boy? 
S: Phunying. 
A girl. 
T: Meh cmgwn a? Cmbro' a? 
Is it a girl or a boy? 
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S: Cmbro'. 
A boy. 
T: Cmbro'? Ee. Cmbro' hni, cmbro' a:t cha meh phunying a? Meh phunyh1g a? 
A boy? Yes. 'J'bis 'boy~ wauld 'boy' be 'phunylng' [girl}? ls It 'phunying' {girl}? 
S: Phusa:i. 
'Phuso:I' [boy). 
T: CE:. chi: no? Phunying meh cmgwn, Jne:rL~~? Phusaai meh cmbro' me:n ti:? 
Yes. (you} remember, dght? 'Phunying' Is girl, isn 't it? 'Phusa:i' is boy, right? 
Ceng's question ' Is it a girl or a boy?' indicates that he wants the students to use Lao words, 
even if they are transferred into Kmhmu discourse, to describe the picture. The vocabulary 
teaching which follows on from this highlights the importance of this goal to Ceng: when a 
student answers with the incorrect Lao word ('A girl'), Ceng translates his question into 
Kmhmu (ls it a girl or a boy?) to ensure that the students have understood the question and 
know the answer in Kmhmu (A boy). He then successfully elicits the correct Lao translation 
for the answer ('Phusa:i') and confirms it by explaining that in Lao'Phtmying is girl, right? 
Phusa:i is boy'. 
Of course such language teaching, although demonstrating the importance of Lao language 
in the classroom, does not necessarily indicate an ideological orientation to Lao as the more 
appropriate language of classroom interaction: the text from which the students will be 
working is in Lao and the students will eventually need to read Lao words including 
'phunying' and 'phusa:i' from that text. Thus such Lao language teaching might be seen as a 
necessity if Ceng is to successfully work tlll'ough the prescribed material. However, 
vocabulary teaching also occurs at times when it is less integral to the content being taught. 
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This is seen in the following example, where Ceng is consolidating first grade students' 
knowledge of Lao numbers and trying to encourage the students to use them rather than 
their Kmhmu equivalents: 
T: [Holding up a picture] Meh hmeh? 
Mist's this? 
Sl: G6n. 
A person. 
S2: Gataay. 
A rabbit. 
83: Gataay. 
A rabbit 
T: Huup gataay ge ah than me' t/J? 
How many rabbits lll't: there in the picture? 
82: P6'. 
Three. 
8s: P6'. 
Three. 
T: Garn. i', i' lav pe'. Gam. laav lav sa:m. Sa:m. 
In our language, wo say 'p6" [thrr!e). In Lao [we/they] SllY 'saam' [t/Jree). 'Saam·. 
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Ss: Ee. 
Yes. 
T: Sa:m, lfil.:JL.ti:'? 1£la..khon ko lav meh sa:m de. 
'Sa:m' [tl1J'eej, right? Everyone soy it as 'sa:m '{three] OK. 
Ss: Ee. 
Yes. 
T: Ki, lei. Y~~ng tukataay. Ah than me'? 
Hero, here. Look at the doll How many are there? 
S: P6'. 
T: Garn laav, Jav meb sa:m, lll~U .. b.:l~l Mi: sa:m. Sa:m to:, me:n a? 
In Lao, [we/they] say 'sa:m ·[three}, .riPJt? There nre three. Three of them , iJghJ? 
I' lav ab p6' tO, maenJi'l Le:o to: ma:, ge gi meh hmeh, ge gi? 
We say there aro 'pe" [three] of them, J.i$JJJ? Now the next one, what's this, this one? 
S: G'n6'. 
A mouse. 
T: Huup g'n6? Ah than me' ta? 
A picture ofs mouse? How many are there? 
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S: Ah baar. 
Ss: Baar. 
Two. 
T: Garn laav !av ca' gme'? 
How do [we/they] say it in Lao? 
Ss: So:ng. 
'S:J:ng '[two}. 
T: CE, so:ng. So:ng to:, me:n b::i:? Chi: no, s::i:ng to: . 
Yes, 's:i:11g' [two]. Two oft/Jem, right? Remember tha~ two of them. 
ln the above example, Ceng first tells the students how to say the number three in Lao (In 
Lao [we/they] say sa:m), then tells them they should say it in that language. When a student 
answers the next question with the Kmhmu number three (P6'), Ceng once again gives the 
Lao translation, using it in a short sentence this time (In Lao, [we/they] say ... ). When he 
moves on to the next question, the answer to which is the number two, the students once 
again provide the number in Kmhmu (Ah baar), at which point Cong successfully elicits the 
number in Lao (How do [we/they] say it ... ) and likewise models it in a Lao phrase (Yes, 
's::i:ng' [two] ... ). 
Although his efforts to make the students use the Lao numbers are not met with initial 
success here (perhaps because the students are more concerned with the content of the 
questions than their form), Ceng is providing explicit and consistent language instruction, 
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the goal of which is to teach students to use Lao numbers for mathematical calculations. 
However, unlike in the previous example, it is evident here that Lao is the prefe1Ted 
language for at least some of the academic work in this classroom for more than practical 
reasons. Unlike in Lao language lessons, the students would be equally able to carry out the 
tasks of this lesson (counting objects and drawing dots) and most other mathematics lessons 
entirely in Kmhmu if their teacher found it acceptable for them to do so. 
8.2.4 'On-stage' Lao and 'back-stage' Kmhmu 
Another similm·ity with both Saisana's and Khamsuk's language use in the classroom is 
Ceng's use of the LI to distinguish between 'on-stage' and 'backstage' (Arthur, 1996) 
interactions. In one example, Ceng uses Kmlum1 to differentiate a brief aside, or momentary 
lapse in performance, from the routine work of teaching and lem·ning. When a first grade 
student writes the co1Tect answer to an exercise on the board in the first days of the new 
school year, Ceng gives the following feedback: 
T: [to the other students] Tbi:k a? 
Is that right? 
Ss: .Ihtk.. 
Lt 'sr/ght. 
T: Top mt: som sal:i. [teacher claps with ss] 
Give a row1d of applause. 
Keng la:i no - [pointing to student at board] meh me• ge gi? 
Excel ent, right- who's this one? 
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S: Mantieng. 
Manticng. 
T: Mantiang ni: keng la:i, Mantiang . 
. Mantinng /Jere is really excellent, Manciang. 
After carrying out a routine elicitation offeedback from the other students using the 
borrowed or transferred Lao word for 'correct' (tbi;.k), to which the students reply using the 
same word, Ceng starts to give his own routine positive feedback in Lao to the student at the 
board ('Give a round of applause', 'Excellent, right-'). However, at this point he realises 
that he does not yet know the student's name and so cannot include it in the feedback 
routine as he usually would. He thus asks another student what this student's name is - in 
Kmhmu (who's this one?). Once he has obtained the student's name, he switches back into 
Lao to pick up the routine where he left off, this time including the student's name 
(Mantiang here . .. ). 
For the section of the interaction which does not constitute a part of the usual 'on-stage' 
feedback routine, Ceng uses Kmhmu. 1n doing this, he is at once s ignalling that this section 
of the interaction is a momentary 'backstage' support for the classroom routine and 
reproducing the role of Lao as the 'onstage' language of the classroom. It might be argued 
that Ceng switches to K.mhmu here for reasons of competence: most of the grade one 
students have not been in school for long and might not understand the same question 
('who's this one?') in Lao. However, there are some repeat students in the class who would 
understand and from whom Ceng could elicit the information in Lao. Thus it seems that 
Ceng finds it important to carry out routine classroom exchanges such as feedback in Lao 
even if beginning students might not understand, whereas something like a brief aside is not 
important enough to insist on the use of Lao even where it is possible. 
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Although there are a few examples of such ' backstage' use of Kmhmu in Ceng's classroom. 
there is a more common tendency for Ceng to use Lao, not K.mhmu, for 'backstage' 
utterances. Examples include: 
Example 1: 
[while doing an exercise placing letter cards in slots to make syllables] 
T: Sala a: sai to bo: pen ba: . 
Tbc Jetter a with the letter b is bn. 
[putting 'b' card in slot] Ba. Ba. 
Ba. Ba. 
LHolding up new card] Bceng to: nl:. 
Look at d1h one. 
[some students leave the room] Ao, khi: va: o:k la:i, nak hi:an. 
Hey, why ore so many students walking out? 
To hmehgi? 
What's this lotter? 
ln the above example, Ceng is carrying out a letter combination activity using the Lao 
stn1cture 'x sai y pen xy' (x with y Js xy). This is a routine phrase which Ceng always uses 
for this purpose; another example of Lao for routine classroom language. Although this 
' reading out' phrase is always in Lao, the rest of the activity is carried out mainly in 
Kmhmu, as is indicated by the switch to Kmhmu in the last line. The point to note here is 
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that for the sentence at point 1 above, where Ceng makes a comment which breaks from the 
(Lao) teaching discourse before it, he uses Lao not Kmhmu. 
Example 2: 
[toward the beginning of the fast lesson of the day] 
T: Dai ke: le:o bo: , bot fik hat? 
Did you already do [lit. solve} it, die homework? 
Ss: Ke: 
Yes. 
S: 0 bMc k~ hMc da Mng hien. 
I s./ready did it at school 
T: [Looking at his watch] Ph::i: di : pe:t rno:ng. (?) ta:m khru:i. 
Just 011 eight o'clock. (?) as usual. 
S: K'ni ge kbuaay. 
He's late. 
T: Pe kbuaay, pe khuaay. P~~t mMng ploh, ge baak hlien vaar. 
I'm not !sir:, I'm not late. It's only eight o'clock. It's just sunny [alreadyJ69 
69 During this season there's usually a morning mist in the village which doesn't clear until 9 
or 10 am. Because it's already sunny at 8 o'clock on this particular day, t he students think it's 
later. 
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Here Ceng similarly begJns with a routine in Lao, in this case checking homework, before 
making a comment which breaks with that routine ('Just on eight o'clock ... '). As in the 
previous example, this comment is also in Lao, not in K.t11iu1rn as we might expect such an 
aside to be. When a student understands the comment and makes her own comment in 
KJ11hmu to a friend, Ceng then addresses her in KmJ1mu ('I'm not late ... '). 
Example 3: 
T: [writing on the board] .Y.wl.Jbi;_nWg,J11Pl..bo:? 
[Vie date isl The firs(, eybt? 
S: Ee. 
T: Di:ao sip et. pi: so:ng p.han.ha: khi: kao. 
The eleventh [,month,l two (housand ,wd five like bdare. 
0:, hi:an sa: thi: sut. 
Oosh, [we/you} study so slowly . 
Ao, yeeng gdaan, yeeng gdaan. 
OK, look st the bolJJ'd, look st the board. 
In the third example, Ceng is once again carrying out a classroom routine in Lao, or 
sentences composed almost entirely of Lao words which have been borrowed into K.mJ1mu. 
After completing the routine chore of writing the date and subject on the board(' ... language 
289 
class') and before plunging into some content teaching with a call for attention in Knihmu 
('Ok, look ... '), Ceng makes a conunent on how slowly the students are progressing. Again, 
although this comment is not central to the work being undertaken ru1d constitutes a 
momentary aside, it is made in Lao not Kmhmu. 
The use of Lao for such ' backstage' utterances is in marked contrast to the patterns noted 
for ' backstage' conunents from Saisana and Khamsuk and appears contradictory lo the 
tendencies noted in all the code-switching studies mentioned in relation to those teachers in 
chapters s ix and seven. However, it is easily explained in the context of Ceng's classroom 
and of these exchanges. Although Ceng maintains a Lao language presence during lessons in 
the ways discussed in section 8.2. 1 - 8.2.3 above, it is in fact Kmhmu which is tho dominant 
language of his classroom. (This will be discussed in section 8.3.2 below.) The students and 
Ceng are a ll native Kmhmu speakers and the usual language for (non-routine, non 
specifically school-discourse related) communication between them is Kmhmu. It is only 
Ceng who is fluent in Lao and uses that language, together with Kmhmu, for a range of 
spontaneous and routine communicative purposes in his daily life. Thus when Ceng wishes 
to make a comment to which he does not want the students to respond - one which is not a 
routine classroom act or a school-discourse related item - he marks it as being outside the 
bounds of teacher-student interaction by saying it in Lao. 
The examples of 'backstage' utterances given above arc not instances of student 
management or other interactional concerns momentarily impinging on a content-teaching 
interaction and thus being differentiated by code choice. They are instances of non-
interaclion. That is, Ceng is using Lao to purposefully exclude students from his comments. 
As was seen in the second example, when a student does respond, Ceng then switches to 
Kmhmu lo interact with her. This use of Lao can be seen as a form of participant-related 
switching (Auer, 1988), or ' addressee specification' (Gumperz, 1982b), whereby the 
speaker excludes others through the choice of a language in which those others are not 
proficient. 
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From the analysis above, it can be seen that Ceng does maintain a Lao language presence in 
the classroom by using Lao for routine classroom language and for specifically sehool-
discotu·se related items, by explicitly teaching and encouraging students to use Lao 
vocabulary, and at times by marking 'on-stage' interactions in that language. In doing this, 
Ceng is reproducing to some degree the official status of Lao as the language of 
institutionalised education. However, Ceng's participant-related switching to exclude 
students from spoken interaction with him when he makes 'asides' suggests two important 
things. Firstly, it indicates that Lao is effectively a foreign language for the majority of 
classroom members; one that may be present, but is largely unavailable to them as a 
conununicative resource beyond the most routine of functions. Secondly, and following on 
from this, it suggests that it is in fact Kmhmu which is the language of most teacher-student 
engagement in this classroom. It is this dominance of Kmhmu in classroom interaction 
which will be examined in the next section. 
8.3 Sharing Kmhmu identity: Kmhmu dominance in the classroom 
Several means by which Ceng establishes an important role for Lao in the classroom were 
identified above. However, despite these various means of marking classroom learning and 
relationships as Lao, the majority of interaction in this classroom - even more than in 
Khamsuk's classroom - occurs in Kmhmu. This includes interpersonal, management and 
metalinguistic interactions as well as curriculum content teaching and learning. 
Some of the reasons for this dominance ofKmbmu in Ceng's classroom might be similar to 
reasons identified for the use of K.mhmu by Khamsuk: Ceng certainly has pragmatic 
motivations for carrying out some classroom tasks in the students' mother tongue. However, 
he is not always constrained to do so by low student proficiency in Lao. Furthermore, he is 
clearly also motivated by a desire to establish his identity among the students as a fellow 
K.mhmu and to avoid the negative interpersonal effects which perceived rejection of that 
identity would have. Ceng's use of Kmhmu thus has an added interpersonal aspect which 
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Khamsuk's and Saisana's do not. Analysis of Ceng's extensive use ofK:mbmu in the 
classroom as compared to his limited use of Lao, coupled with his own comments on 
language and education, suggests that Ceng and the students pay 'lip-service' to the official 
role of Lao as the medium of instruction, while maintaining Kmhnm as their primary 
language of commu11ication and as the marker of a shared identity. 
8.3.1 Borrowing from Lao as contact induced 
1l was noted in section 8.2.2 above that much of Ccng's use of Lao in the classroom consists 
of Lao items bol'l'owed or transferred into his Kmhmu speech. This borrowing or trnnsfcr is 
significant in that can indicate a (conscious or unconscious) desire or willingness to 
associate the classroom context with the Lao language, and even where it may not indicate 
such a desire, it may result in that association regardless. However, as was also noted in the 
same section above, much of Ceng's Lao borrowing/transfer is a manifestation of the effects 
of language contact on the district centre variety of Kmhmu and is not motivated by 
classroom concerns at all. Furthermore, whatever the causes may be, much of this 
borrowing/transfer may not contribute to the identification of classroom-specific discourses 
as Lao. In fact, the association of some borrowed items with Lao at all must be qualified: 
while it may be easy for linguists to point out loanwords as Lao in origin, some K.mhmu 
speakers may not perceive these items as non-Kmhmu and their significance to discourses 
on the 'Lao-ness' of the classroom must thus be questioned. 
One case in which the borrowing of Lao words may not be motivated by or result in an 
association of the Lao language with the school context is function words. As noted in 
section 8. I .2 above, Ceng borrows or transfers many of these into his Krnhmu speech. 
Frequent items include the markers of textual cohesion (or 'discourse markers') noted above 
as well as the past tense marker 'le.:..o.' and the futme marker '.cha', the adverbs of possibility 
'a.J..c.ha' (maybe) and 'ba:n~ tbi:a' (sometimes/maybe), the adjective 't&.:.Ja' (every), the 
subordinating conjunction 'khan' (if), the emphasis particle 'dm;.', the interrogative particles 
'll;2' and 'ti:.', and the tag 'me:n 00;.' (isn 't it?). 
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As mentioned above, Camilleri ( 1996) and Ndayipfukamiya (1996) have both noted the use 
of L2 discourse markers in stretches of LI speech by teachers and explain this as a means of 
creating an L2 'frame' for the Ll discourse. However, Thomason (200 I : 70), in her wcll-
known reference text on language contact, identifies function words as one of the first types 
of borrowing to occur in language contact situations, even where contact is only 'slightly 
more intense' than 'casual contact' (ibid.). This suggests that the borrowing of function 
words which is evident in Ceng's Kmhmu is not motivated by classroom concerns, but is 
simply a basic feature of language contact, which can only be expected in a situation of 
extended contact such as that of Nalae. ln any case, even if 12 discourse markers were 
being used here to create an L2 discourse frame while actually carrying out communication 
in the L1 as Camilleri and Ndayipfukamiya argue, this would not explain the borrowing of 
function words which are not discourse markers but have other grammatical purposes, such 
as some of the words listed above. 
There is another reason for us to qualify the statements in section 8.2 above regarding the 
significance of borrowing and transfer from Lao into Krnhmu: certain Kmhmu speakers may 
not be aware that even some of the more recent borrowings from Lao into Kmhmu are in 
fact loanwords. Examples include names for days of the seven day week, which may not be 
recognized as originally Lao by children who have grown up with this system in daily use in 
addition to the traditional Kmhmu ten day (working) and twelve day (ritual) weeks, and 
Lao-origin verbs like 'read' and 'v.rrite', which most Kmhmu people in Nalae today have 
likewise grown up with.70 Although linguists can identify these items as originally Lao, and 
as a continuing link with the Lao language, some .Kmhmu speakers might not. This issue is 
relevant for much of the borrowing fi-0111 Lao into Kmhmu. These facts suggest that while 
borrowing from Lao into Kmhmu is significant in the classroom context, we should not 
70 There is a Kmhmu word for 'write' (kooc), but this is not in use in the Western dialects. 
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place too much emphasis on its role in lhe association of the Lao language with classroom 
discourse. 
8.3.2 Proportion of classroom communication in Kmhmu 
Another characteristic of Ceng's classroom communication which indicates that we should 
perhaps question the significance, or certainly the centrality of Lao in this context is the 
sheer proportion of communication which is carried out in the mother tongue. Despite being 
symbolically loaded as the language of some specifically school-related discourse, Lao is 
rarely used in much of the interaction between Ceng and his students. 
Aside from the most routine management acts such as giving instructions to sit, stand, or 
raise hands, wh ich were noted above to be carried out in Lao, most of the management work 
in Ceng's classroom is carried out in Kmhmu. This includes regular acts such as progress 
checks ('hMc a?' = finished?), calls for attention ('yeeng g'daan' = look at the board) 
(although both of these occur occasionally in Lao too), and simple instructions (e.g. 'meet 
pwm meet bile hlien' = take out your books and pens), as well as more specific instructions 
for particular exercises such as in the following example where a grade two student has just 
finished giving his answer to a comprehension question: 
T: Ao, thi:k le:o top mi : somsre:i. 
OK, ifit's right tfJell Bive a rou1Jd of applause. 
Ao.. t:>: pai, to.;. yob gni le. D~' cmgwn lav, m? 
Ok, following on. foU01Yil1{/ on from this one. We 'U have a girl answer, rigilt? 
Sap yo' no? Baat hni na:ng Tii, baat hni. Oor lav. 
Mix thCJIJ up, li$bJ? Now Miss Tii, now. [/'U] invite you to answer. 
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Lav yeeng. Lav un gmyeeng. 
Answer and see. Answer for them to listen to. 
S: Pe neeng. 
l don't know. 
T: Lav hvay, lav hvay. 
Answer quickly, answer quickly. 
In this example Ceng gives feedback in Lao, as usual , then stays in Lao for a discourse 
marker ('to: pai') before switching to Kmhmu lo give instrnctions for the next exercise 
('~ng on from this one. We'll have a girl answer'). It is notable that while the 
instructions are not routine, they are also not particularly complex. It is probable that the 
second grade students would have understood such instructions had they been given in Lao. 
Ceng's use of Kmhmu here can therefore not be attributed solely to the practical issue of 
comprehension. From the many examples such as this in the data, it can be seen that 
although the routine acts which are perhaps most emblematic of classroom interaction are 
performed in Lao, most management interaction occurs in Kmhmu, even when this is not 
essential for comprehension. Lao might have a relatively high symbolic value when present, 
but it is largely absent and, as such, it is difficult to consider Lao central to this teaching and 
learning context. 
1t is perhaps unsurprising that such management work is done in the L 1: the studies cited in 
section 8.2 above all argue in their own ways that management work is not central to the 
classroom but constitutes a backstage support, and as such it is often carried out in the Ll. 
According to this argument, such use of the L1 by teachers does not contribute to the 
legitimation of that language in the classroom, and conversely, does not detract from the 
centrality of the L2, as management is an 'unofficial ' classroom task. 
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Management interactions may be considered less 'official ' or 'central' by teachers and 
students and as such, the LI may be considered an acceptable medium for these but not for 
more 'important' work. This fact cannot be ignored. Yet these management interactions 
nonetheless constitute a large proportion of classroom time, Fuller and Snyder found that in 
Botswanan classrooms, teachers spent 16% of class time off academic tasks ( 1991: 284). 
However, the real proportion of time spent by these teachers on what has been called 
'management' here may even be greater than this, as much management interaction occurs 
within academic tasks. Hornberger ( 1988: 122- 133) similarly notes the high proportion of 
classroom time which is not spent 'on task'. Out of l 0 hours of observed classroom time in 
a Peruvian bilingual classroom, she recorded only 1.5 hours spent on active teaching. This 
does not prove that the remainder of the time was spent on management, but it is likely that 
in these 8.5 non-teaching bours (minus lhc 4.5 hours in which students were left alone), a 
considerable proportion of lhc interaction was of a managerial nature, especially as students 
were engaged in doing exercises and performing classroom maintenance. lt seems 
unjustified to consider LI management interactions completely irrelevant to the centrality or 
otherwise of the L2 when they can take-up such a considerable proportion of classroom 
time. 
Furthcm1orc, in Ceng's classroom as in KJwmsuk's, it is not only management work wh ich 
is largely undertaken in the L 1, but content teaching work too. lf the management 
interactio11s discussed above do not constitute a significant challenge to the centrality of Lao 
in Ceng's classroom, the high proportion of LI use for content teaching interactions 
certainly docs. 
Tn one lesson, where first grade students are copying letters from the board and Ceng is 
leading second grade through a moths activity, the only Lao used is for the occasional 
transfer of words or phrases, many of which might in fact be considered bon-owings. During 
this one hour lesson, wWch consists of teacher talk punctuated by the occasional student 
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answer, Ceng only uses Lao or Lao-01igin words for: feedback ('thl:k' = correct, 'top mi: 
somsoe: i' = give a round of applause); instructing a student to go to the board ('na:ng Si: 
pai' = Miss Si go); single word school-related items (numbers one to three, 'phakpho:n' = 
rest/break, 'ke:' = solve, ' ho:ng po: ning' = fu·st class, 'ma:k khampha:i' = ballpoint); 
short school-related sentences ('attiba:i dee: ho:ng po: so:ng' = [Jill] explain, second class, 
'khu: tat khane:n' = 1'11 take off marks) which occur once each; and function words ('to: 
pai ' = following on, 'le:o' = then/next, 'chtng' = therefore, 'somut' = suppose 
[subordinating conjunction), ' te: va:' = but). Lao thus has a very minor presence in this 
lesson in comparison to the amount of communication which takes place in Krnhmu. This 
contradicts the tendency noted by Fuller and Snyder (1991: 288) for teachers in Botswana to 
limit L1 use in the teaching of ' high status' subjects such as mathematics and English. 
Unlike these Botswanan teachers, Ceng often almost exclusively uses the mother tongue for 
the official teaching and learning of core curriculum subjects. In doing this, he challenges 
the symbolic value of Lao in the classroom. 
This Kmhmu dominance in content teaching is also found in Ceng's Lao language lessons. 
The first grade Lao language curriculum is built around reading and writing the alphabet and 
one-syllable letter combinations. Although first grade students are expected to read ' texts' 
later in the school year, these generally consist of short nonsense rhymes, each focusing on 
the lcttcr(s) learned in that lesson. As students are generally not interacting with meaningful 
texts, it is not necessary (or perhaps even helpful) for the teacher to engage in extended Lao 
language discourse while working through the cun·iculum. Instead, teachers can carry out 
most of the teaching of Lao letters and letter combinations in the LJ if they so wish, which 
is precisely what Ceng docs. 
In a first grade Lao language lesson where students are calling out letter names and placing 
letter cards in a slot-board to make syllables, Ceng uses Lao for the first half of the lesson 
only for: common transfers noted above (e.g. 'chi:' = remember, 'thi:k' = correct); routine 
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phrases/sentences specific to the classroom context (e.g. 'sala a: sai to: b: pen ka:' = the 
vowel a: with the letter k is ka:); and feedback, including a feedback interaction in which 
responses are elicited from second grade students. These brief Lao transfers are made into a 
steady stream of Kmhmu teaching discourse. About half-way tlu·ough the lesson, Ceng 
switches to Lao to give a brief explanation of an unfamiliar letter combination: 
Ao, phai hu:? Bo: mi: phai Im: va:? Bo: mi: phai hu: a:i si va: doo:. 
OK, wbo knows this? No-011e knows? ff no-one knows, f'll tell you. 
Lpointing to the board] Anni: me:n sala a. Sai to: ko: me:n ka, me:n bo:? 
TJ1is is the letter a. With the letter k it's ks, lsn 't It? 
Sai to: do: pen da. Ka, ko: kai pen ka. 
With the Jetter d it's do. Ko. k for koi is kn. 
Sala a: to: d::i:, d::i: dek pen da:. 
TJ1e letter a: 011d the Jetter d. d for dck. is da:. 
Chi: dre: . [holding up a new card) L~ gi meh hmeb ge gi? 
Remember this. Now this one, what's this one? 
After giving lhis Lao explanation, Ceng switches back into K.mlunu to carry out the second 
half of the lesson much as the first. It is diftlcult to establish Ceng's reasons for switching to 
Lao here but not for other similar explanations during this lesson, except perhaps that this 
exchange forms a sort of brief synopsis of the teaching so far. Simon points out that the 
rules for marked and unmarked code-choices in each classroom are highly unstable at the 
level of the task and even within tasks, and reasons for switches may be incomprehensible to 
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non class members (2001: 327). This is undoubtedly true, and it may not always be useful to 
offer necessarily tentative explanations for anomalous switches such as the one above. The 
important point to note here is not what Ceng's motivation was in this particular instance, 
but that this brief explanation in Lao is the only departure from Kmlunu language discourse 
which is above the level of the individual sentence during the entire lesson. Io this lesson, as 
in others, the central role in teaching and learning is allocated to Kmhmu not Lao, even in 
lessons where the stated cmriculum aim is to increase Lao language proficiency. 
8.3.3 Interpersonal dimensions of code choice 
As has been shown above, much of Ceng's use of Kmhmu is for official content teaching 
and thus shoLdd not be analysed as code-switching with the motivation of lessening 
interpersonal distance or marking a shift out of the academic frame.71 That is, most uses of 
the LI discussed for Ceng so far can be understood to have a primarily 'academic' rather 
than 'social· function (Adendorff, 1993). However, at times Ceng's use of the L1 for 
academic content teaching has the added interpersonal effect of creating solidarity between 
the teacher and students by linking them tlu·ough shared cultural and linguistic knowledge 
not available to most non-Kmhmu, and/or by placing the teacher in the role of mediator 
between the shared world of the village and the unfamiliar world of the classroom text. This 
is a role in which the other teachers discussed here were not seen to engage. 
Such mediation is seen in the example below, taken from a first grade Lao language lesson 
on the letters D (th: rising tone) and D (th: high tone). Here, Ceng tr ies to elicit information 
from the students on a picture in the textbook: 
T: LMv meh g6n eh hmeh, ca' ke? 
Now it's a person doing what here? 
71 See chapter six for a discussion of this in relation to Khamsuk. 
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S: G6n glam s'oong. 
A pcrso11 dragging [canyiIJg] wood. 
T: Glam s'ooog? S'oong hmeh, gi? 
Dragging wood? What kind of wood is this? 
S: (?) 
(?) 
S: G'mong. 
A fighting stick. 
T: E? G'mong? G'mong, n:J.? U~v bo lav meh g'mong w? ' 
Huh? A fighting stick? A fighting stick, 1.ig]it? So you say it's s fighting stick, right? 
Ss: Ww. 
Yes. 
T: IE: la khon yeeng meh g'mong a? Meh a? 
Docs evCJyoae tblnk it's s fighting stick? Is it? 
Ss: Ww. 
Yes. 
S: Meh. 
/tis. 
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T: Bo joo guuii a, no glam ca' gi? 
Have you ever seen people drag [sometb.ing} like this? 
S: Ww. 
Yes. 
S: Pe, pe guuit 
No, [I] haven't seen ft 
T: Ee. Hni, gi ke hni meh g6n glam thay72• Thay gam no vale thraak, d~. 
Right Hero, this here Is a person dragging a plough. A plough like they attach to buffalos. 
Cap yohjoom luang kn'hni thraak. Thay bmaa eh ke' n66. 
You hold it 8.Dd walk behind the buffalo. You plough rice paddies like that 
Pe meh g'mong de. Chi: b':? Gon glam thay thay hrnaa. Ee. 
It's not a figbtiIJg stick. [Will you} remember that? A person puJJing a plough for ploughing a 
rice paddy. Right 
In this example Ceng elicits information on the picture from the students, perhaps predicting 
that they will be unfamiliar with the images. TI1ey do indeed misinterpret the picture: their 
families plant mountain-rice rather than paddy-rice so the students have never seen a plough 
before. Ceng then takes on the role of mediator of cultural knowledge. He understands and 
recognizes the first student's answer that it is a fighting stick, then explains what the picture 
really shows. Three points ru·e important here. 
72 This is a loanword from Lao. 
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Firstly, Ceng dfrects students' attention to the picture rather than ignoring it and moving 
straight on to the teaching and learning content of the unit (the letters ti and m). It is most 
likely his insider's knowledge of the disjoint between students' familiar lifeworld and the 
world of the text, and his recognilion of the importance of this disjoint, which lead him to 
do this. Secondly, Ceng understands the word 'g'mong' (fighting stick), which would 
probably be unfamiliar to most non-Kmhmu, being specialised vocabulary referring to a 
traditional item not in conunon use today, but referred to in K.mhmu folktales. Thirdly, Ceng 
introduces the unfamiliar item (thay = plough) by giving a simple and accessible 
explanation in the students' LI. These three aspects of the exchange demonstrate how Ceng 
is able to position himself at once as an insider who shares students' cultural and linguistic 
knowledge, and as a link to the outside Lao world. Such mediation, a common characteristic 
of Ceng 's teaching and one which is seen in several extended interactions such as the 
example above, allows him both to effectively achieve the academic goals of the classroom 
(the students now know a Lao word beginning with the letter ti - the word for plough) and to 
achieve a closer interpersonal relationship with the students. It also adds a dimension to L I 
use which is not seen with the other teachers described here. 
The technique of using the Ll to link curriculum content to students' familiar lifeworlds is 
one much noted in the code-switching literature {c.f. Canagarajah, 2001, Lin, 1996, 
Ndayipfukamiy<i, 1996). However, the interpersonal dimension of such academically 
motivated switching is perhaps best explained by Adcndorff, who argues that in cases of 
content mediation such as the one above, the L1 becomes the code of both clarification and 
encouragement, which ' intercedes between the complexity of the [content], the efforts of the 
teacher, and the morale of the students' (1993: 147). Ccng likewise notes the dual academic 
and interpersonal effects of L 1 use. r n response to a question about why teachers use the 
mother tongue, he says: 
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Suppose we use Lao and they don't understand, then we use the mother 
tongue. It's based on necessity. If we don't use the mother tongue, they don't 
w1derstand. Speaking the mother tongue is translation, it's a smm11ary for 
them so they remember well. That's the fast thing. The second thing is that 
it's a way of appealing to them emotionally [ding chit chai khao], so they 
form an attachment to us [tit chai hao] .. . lf we only use Lao in the 
countryside or in remote areas, they' 11 be afraid of us and they won't have a -
form an attachment to us. 
In addition to the interpersonal effects of the Ll when it is employed for primarily academic 
purposes, Ceng also creates an interpersonal bond through markedly non-academic L1 use. 
For example, in one lesson a student asks Ceng a question about something he has written 
on the board. Ceng checks which word the student is referring to by asking him a question 
in Ba:n Phu: Khi:ao dialect73, smiling as he says it. The students all laugh and Ceng 
promptly rewrites the word on the board. By doing this, Ceng is simultane01~sly 
demonstrating that he is able to speak the village dialect and good-naturedly teasing the 
students for their characteristic speech patterns. In this way, his shared linguistic knowledge 
allows him to create a friendly intimacy between himself and the students. Use of the L1 for 
relationship building teasing and banter is similarly noted by Adendorff (1993: 149), who 
suggests that such exchanges 'are easily subsumed within Scollon & Scollon's (1982) 
category of solidarity/politeness strategies'. Here it is obviously the solidarity strategy which 
is being employed. 
Although non-Kmlunu teachers might achieve a degree of closeness with their students by 
demonstrating some knowledge of Kmhmu, none was observed to appeal to the students 
with .Km.hmu community in-jokes like this, which teasingly pit one village against another 
73 Ceng says 'Gni'? Eh ca' hne a?' for 'This one? like this?' instead of the more common 
'Gni'? Eh ca' gi a?'. 
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while confirming common membership of the wider group. In fact, at times non-Kmhmu 
teachers' use of Kmhmu emphasises their non group membership. ln one observed case, 
Saisana's incorrect pronunciation of a Kmhmu word was met with whispered mocking by 
students at the back of the room. The lack of a positive response to outgroup members' use 
of the minority language has been noted in the literature. Woolard found in an experiment 
with Catalan speakers that 'outgroup members arc not rewarded with increased solidarity for 
venturing to use the other [ingroup] language when it can be detected that they are 
outsiders ... ' (Woolard, 1989: 123), although it was not clear from Woolard's experiment 
whether outgroup members would be rewarded for switches to the ingroup language in 
actual conversation or not. 
From the discussion of classroom practices above, it can be seen that Ceng's use of Lao and 
Kmhmu in the classroom both resembles and differs from Saisana's and Khamsuk's. 1t 
resembles lbe other teachers' language use in that Ceng likewise legitimises Lao in the 
classroom to a certain degree by using it for some of the relationships and activities most 
emblematic of that context. Like Saisana, when asked about the roles of the two languages, 
Ceng mentions the importance of Lao in the classroom due to its status as the language of 
wider communication: 
A: Which language is more important in the classroom? 
C: Lao. 
A: Why is Lao more important? 
C: Because it's the common language [pha:sa: luam]. 
A: Of the country, or of what? 
C: That's right, of the country. 
Yet while legitimising Lao in the classroom to some degree, Ceng, like Khamsuk, also 
challenges the centrality of Lao to classroom teaching and learning. He uses Kmhmu not 
only for backstage interactions, but for the teaching of curriculum content. Here Ceng's 
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language practices diverge from Khamsuk's: Ceng uses Kmhmu 111ore extensively than 
Khamsuk does in content teaching interactions, often including little or 110 Lao language 
apart from the occasionally transferred word, phrase or sentence. Cong also uses the Ll for 
simple management interactions which could likewise be carried out in the L2. In fact, the 
majority of communication in this classroom occurs in the Ll. Such extensive use of 
K.mhmu for all kinds of classroom tasks poses a significant cotmterbalance to discourses on 
the centrality of Lao such as that articulated by Ceng in the quote above. It suggests a form 
of lip-service to Lao as the language of the classroom, but a simultaneous reality of Kmhmu 
dominance. 
Apart from the dominance of Kmhmu in Ceng's classroom, which distinguishes it somewhat 
from the other two classrooms discussed here, this context is also distinguished by the 
particular relationship of solidarity achieved through Ll use. Unlike the other two teachers, 
Ceng is able to relate to the students as an insider and a mediator with the outside world. 
His use of the mother tongue thus lends it value both as a language of classroom instruction 
and a marker of shared identity. 
8.4 Ceng's language in the community 
The discourses which Ceng articulates on the roles of Lao and K.mhmu in the classroom, 
both in his teaching practice and his interview comments, parallel his language practices and 
beliefs in relation to the wider community. ln response to an interview question asking 
whether Ceng thought everyone in Nalae should be able to speak Lao, he said: 
My feeling is that I'd like everyone to know [Lao], for when they listen to 
teachers, or to the news. If they know Lao it's better. Some people don't 
understand [lit: can't listen], so they can't do things. Every day if you go to 
work and you don't know Lao, you won't know how do develop yotu·self and 
your family. If you go 011 [like that], you can only live off your mountain rice 
fields and gardens and that's alL 
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In making these comments, Ceng articulates a discourse on Lao as the language of 
modernization, or 'development' (ka:n phatthana:). This development is presented in 
opposition to the 'undeveloped' traditional Kmhmu practices of highland fanning. This 
discourse will be further explored below; however, at this point it can be noted that it is 
consistent with the marking of those practices which arc emblematic of classroom teaching 
as Lao. According to Ceng, in the community, Lao is the language of modern livelihood 
practices: those things which go beyond the familiar way of life of tbe Kmhmu village and 
give access to social and economic development. rn the classroom, Lao is likewise the 
language of new forms of interaction (formalised teacher-student relationships) and new 
practices (routinized sitting and standing, written mathematical calculations and literacy74) 
which represent the shift from the traditional to the modern and give access to non-agrarian 
l ivclihoods. 
lndeed, for Ceng the school is the site where the project of social and economic 
development begins. He describes how school students differ from previous generations, 
who did not go to school, in their knowledge of hygiene: 
' if they haven't brushed their teeth and washed thetr faces, they don't eat' 
and in their knowledge of appropriate and moral behaviour: 
'People who have knowledge and ski lls, who have learned their lessons, they 
know how to speak correctly [i.e. express correct ideas) [ka:n pa:k ka:n vao 
man ko thi:k t~:ng) ... If they have knowledge [education], tbcy'l l know right 
from wrong, know how to repay their moral debt to their parents ... 
7~ Although it was noted that most of the talk In Lao language lessons occurs in Kmhmu, 
those utterances which are most emblematic of the practice of literacy are made in Lao, for 
example the example 'the vowel a: and the letter k is ka:' given in section 8.3.2 above. This 
sentence structure, used in all letter combination exercises, almost always includes the Lao 
verbs 'sai' [put) and 'pen' [to be], (as well as the Lao words for 'vowel' and 'letter') rather 
than the Kmhmu equivalents 'ro'' and 'meh'. 
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According to Ceng, people who have passed through the education system will also be able 
to manage household resources and undertake commercial activities: 
'In the past, if their parents had money, they didn't know how to use it. .. . All 
they did was plant their mountain rice fields like this. lf we [people with 
education] have financial resources, we know how to use them. We know 
how to change our [livelihood) activities, how to do things in the wider 
society. We !mow how to follow the wider society. 
For Ceng, this contrasts with uneducated Kmhmu people, who are lax in managing 
household finances and morally reprehensible: 
'If they [uneducated people] had money, they' d just leave it. .. Suppose our 
children don' t have knowledge [education], they'll speak however they want 
to. Their parents don't know right from wrong ... Whether it's right or wrong, 
they' ll get drunk, sometimes there's even violence against parents.' 
In sum, for Ceng education is the means of bringing social and moral development to 
Kmhmu people. For him, this development is distinctively Lao, not Kmhmu: it is achieved 
through the learning of Lao language and Buddhist (i.e. Lao) moralityn . 
The association of linI:,ruistic group membership or language proficiency with degrees of 
moral and social development is common. Irvine and Gal explain that: 
75 Ceng uses the Lao words 'bun khun' [merit] twice In this discussion. This term refers to the 
Buddhist principle of good karma, according to which people accrue merit by doing good 
deeds and are then repaid for this merit in this life or the next. In the Lao context (and many 
others), it is a child's duty to repay the merit of his/her parents. Because it is Buddhist, this 
principle is distinctively Lao, not Kmhmu. In fact no equiva lent term exists in Kmhmu. 
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Participants' ideologies about language locate linguistic phenomena as part of, and 
evidence for, what they believe to be systematic behavioral, aesthetic, affective, and 
moral contrasts among the social groups iJ1dexed'. (Irvine and Gal, 2000: 37) 
In the British context, Blackledge identifies an association in the political discourse between 
a lack of English language proficiency among South Asian migrants and 'social, cultural, or 
moral poverty' (Blackledge, 2004: 81). 
In fact, the British have long associated the improvement of moral standards and thus 
general social development among South Asians with the learning of the English language, 
particularly tlu·ough formal education. Benedict Anderson quotes from the 1834 ' Minute on 
Education ', produced by Thomas Babington Macaulay, the president of the Committee of 
Public Instruction in British Bengal. In Macaulay's words, the new, English education 
system he proposed would create 'a class of persons, Indian in blood and colour, but English 
in taste, in opinion, in morals and in intellect' (Anderson, 1983: 122, emphasis added). 
Such a discourse is akin to the one Ceng articulates regarding the moral benefits of Lao 
language learning and of formal education. fa his case it is uncertain whether this discourse 
is the renmant of colonial ideas on the value of the French language, transposed to Lao. 
However, it is certainly consistent with present-day official discourses on the link between 
Lao language, education, and social and moral development which were explored earlier in 
this thesis. 
The analysis of Ccng's comments so far suggests that he places a high value on the role of 
Lao both in the classroom and in the wider community, while denigrating practices and 
characteristics which he identifies as Kmhmu. However, while Ceng does signal the 
importance of Lao in his classroom practice, and explicitly mentions in interviews the social 
(and personal) value of that language, these discourses are contradicted in his daily language 
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use both inside and outside the classroom. They are also contradicted in some of the 
comments Ceng makes later in the same interviews. 
As was mentioned earlier, Ceng's spouse is K:mhmu. His relatives are also all Kmhmu, as 
are most of his neighboms at the northern end of the district centre. Many of Ceng's 
teaching colleagues in nearby vi ll ages are likewise K:mhmu, as are the Head and Deputy 
Head of the Nalae District Education Bureau (DEB) and many of the other staff there w ith 
whom Ceng interacts professionally. Of course the inhabitants of Ceng' s teaching village, 
with whom he interacts professionally and sometimes socially, are Kmhmu too. Despite his 
comments on the importance of Lao as the 'common language' and the language of 
development, Ceng only speaks Kmhmu with other Kmhmu people. This is a claim which 
he makes in interviews and which is supported by observation. As so many of the people he 
interacts with in his professional and personal life are Krnhmu, this means that Ceng speaks 
Kmhmu most of the time - even in interactions of an official nature such as meetings at the 
DEB. 
This choice of code dependent on participants' ingroup membership rather than settings or 
topics has been found in other contexts, for example Catalonia (Woolard, 1989) and 
Hungarian-speaking Austria (Gal, 1979). However, unlike the Austrian/Hungarian context 
investigated by Gal, this predominance of Kmhmu in Ceng's regular interactions with 
others, whether they be of a personal or an offici al nature, is paralleled by the dominance of 
Kmhmu communication in his classroom. Ceng might signal the importance of Lao in the 
classroom and community by using it for particular words and phrases, or by paying lip-
service to it when asked, but the reality of his commi.micative practice gives primacy to 
Kmhmu. 
Furthermore, when Ceng reproduces discourses on the social role of Lao and on the socially 
and morally unacceptable behaviour of u neducated Kmhrnu people, his tone is officious and 
his execution awkward (numbers in parentheses indicate length of pauses): 
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'People who have knowledge and skills and have learned their lessons, they 
know how to speak correctly [express correct ideas]. They're appropriate to -
(3) as they say, appropriate to - (2) to the (3) (?). They're appropriate to the 
views of - I mean appropriate to, to their work [viak]. ' 
In the comment above, part of which was cited earlier in this section, Ceng pauses 
:frequently, stumbles over words, repeats himself, and in the end settles for a word ('viak' = 
work) which is not appropriate to the register of his utterance and does not constitute an 
effective substitute for the word he was probably searching for, 'policy' [nanyoba:ij, which 
is a common Lao collocation with 'appropriate to'. In another example, Ceng makes use of 
several redundant word pairs and comn1on collocations, which are underlined below: 
'How is [education] useful? In terms of usefulness, firstly if they serve 1be 
Party and the government, they serve the nation, serve the Party and the 
guyernmenr. If we don't do it [education] to serve the government, we'd stay 
at home, we wouldn't know how to live and eat, how to speak and express 
things, know how to b.llild_aod.Jloost...m1Lfamicy_Jj~, or know bow to 
sho.w_anclte.ac11 our p_arent.s_bLQth.ers.J1llils.is.ters, know how to develop our 
own families. If we dido 't do the work of the Part>! and....t:he..._g.oyemment [i.e. 
education).' 
Such word pail's are used in Lao as a marker of formal register and are a common featw-e of 
official speeches. Ccng's excessive (and thus rather inelegant) use of them here gives an 
tmprcssion of formality and political correctness rather than genuineness. 
This contrasts with the informal, fluent, and natural tone of comments on the value of 
Kmhrnu culture and language made in conversation at the end of the same interview: 
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A: What do you think - with language mixing in Nalae, in another 
twenty years bow will it be? The same as before, or will people mix 
more than before? 
C: With mixing, in another twenty years it'll probably all be Lao words. 
The old people will die, and as they go most people wi II speak Lao. 
A: Will that be a shame? 
C: It sure will be a shame. It'll be a waste of knowledge. 
A.: J might think it's a shame, but a lot of people don't think that. Some 
people would say it doesn't matter, a language is a language and 
that's that. 
C: That's right, some people think that way ... I think it's a shame. It's 
our parents' language, our customs. If we don't promote them, then 
it'll all be lost. We'll mix with this and mix with that, and upland Lao 
[Km.hmu] customs, especially singing and speaking and dancing, if 
our children don't use them, our customs will disappear. 
The difference in style between these examples suggests that Ceng's articulation of Lao-
centric discourses may be more a mouthing of ideas which are external to him than a candid 
expression of his deeper personal beliefs. Perhaps Ceng is one of those educated Kmhmu he 
is referring to when he says that Lao education teaches people to 'express correct ideas'. 
Or perhaps Ceng's discourses on language are as multiple and ambival~nt as his own 
identities: he is at once a teacher, and as such represents the Lao State's development 
project, and a member of a minority culture who values his cultural and linguistic 
heritage. This should not surprise us: the multiplicity of identities lived by minority 
group members has been well noted in the literature. Woolard (1989), for example, 
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explores the ways in which Catalan people negotiate dual identities according to the 
contradictory definitions provided by the local socio-political order and the Spanish 
State, while Hornberger suggests that: 
[i]dentites are always multiple and overlapping so that one may feel oneself to 
be peruvian ... , Quechua .. ., woman (or man), and peasant farmer (or teacher or 
stlldent) simultaneously. (Hornberger, 2000: 195) 
Similarly, Kroskrity argues that the example of the Tewa in Arizona: 
provides evidence of the inadequacy of the rcificatio11 of the individual that 
seems to be foundational to a Barthian notion of ethnic boundary maj11tcnance 
and that 
Barthian imagery seems excessively brittle and inappropriate in its emphasis 
on a single, continuously ascribed ethnic identity. A model based on a 
repertoire of identities better fits the pattern of intraindividual variation ... 
(Kroskrity. 2000a: 340) 
With reference to the Lao context, Pholsena explains how the ethnic minority individuals 
she worked with: 
locate themselves in both cultural spheres, ethnic and non-ethnic Lao ... 
[T]hcy are exhibiting a dual ethnicity, the Majority's and the Minority's. 
(Pholscna, 2006: 197 - 198) 
TI1e shift toward w1derstanding identity as multiple is essential to our understandiJ1g of the 
apparently contradictoiy discourses articulated by Ceng, and is explained succinctly by 
Canagarajah: 
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'There is an evolving consensus in orientating to selfhood as multiple, 
conflictual, negotiated, and evolving. We have traveled far from the 
assumptions up to the 1980s, when the self was treated as static, unitary, 
discrete, and given. The following assumptio11s ... are now widely shared in the 
field of applied linguistics: 
• that the self is shaped considerably by language and discourses; 
• that the self is composed of multiple subjectivities, deriving from the 
heterogeneous codes, registers, and discourses that are found in society; 
• that these subjectivities enjoy unequal status and power, deriving from 
differential positioning in socio-economic terms; 
• that, because of these inequalities, there is conflict within and between 
subjects; 
• that, in order to find coherence and empowerment, the subject has to 
negotiate these competing identities and subject positions in relation to the 
changing discursive and material contexts. (Canagarajah, 2004a: 267) 
Ceng's use of Kmhmu in the community and classroom should not only be understood in 
terms of his own (multiple) va lues and orientations (although of course these were not 
developed In isolation either), but by pressure to conform to values held by many others in 
the Kmhmu community. When answering a question on whether he speaks Lao or Kmhmu in 
his teaching village, Ceng says: 
Most of the time I only speak Kmhmu ... I don't use [Lao]. If I use Lao, they' ll say I'm 
stuck-up [uat], that I' m someone who's stuck-up, meaning I've forgotten my roots 
[ll!l:m sa:t76] ... 
76 This expression has a broader meaning than the English translation given here. 'Li:m' 
means 'forget' and the word 'sa:t' is listed in Kerr's 1972 Lao-English Dictionary as having the 
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This is not to suggest that Ceng's own ideas on the use of Lao among Kmlum1 people are so 
different. In fact he expresses a similar idea himself when asked about his use of Lao and 
Krnhmu in the classroom: 
Most of the time, if they' re Kmhmu too then speaking Lao doesn't seem right 
[bo: khi:]. 
Negative attitudes to the use of the dominant language when speaking with other members 
of a minority group have been noted elsewhere. For example, referring to Parisian youths 
Doran notes the following: 
'While acknowledging the need lo use le fiw1cais soutcnu (elevated French) in 
more formal settings (such as job interviews and administrative encounters), 
the minority youths in the study accused friends who used too nrnch of this 
upper-class language of se la raconter bourge (putting on bourgeois airs), an 
expression which connoted acting inauthcntically, that is, trying to be 
something one was not. (Doran, 2004: 315) 
The negative vah.1ing of Kmhmu assimilation Lo Lao cultural and linguistic norms was 
observed among Kmhmu people in Nalae on several occasions. In one case, a high-ranking 
local Kmhmu official held a Buddhist ceremony at his home despite the fact that he and 
other Kmhmu people in Nalac have never practiced Buddhism. Others in the district centre 
were heard to say that it was pretentious and that he was ' trying to act like a Lao person' 
[ja:k het k.ht: khon J:ao]. On another occasion, in a conversation between two Kmhmu 
sisters-in-law, both local professionals, and myself, one of them said that Kmhmu parents 
out in the vi llages were lax in looking all.er Lhcir chi ldren, not like 'us lowlo.nd Lao' [la:o 
following meanings, among others: 'nation, country, race, group, tribe, pedigree, 
incarnation, caste, species'. It thus denotes one's group affiliation as well as one's personal 
circumstances as having been born in this particular incarnation. 
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lum hao]. Her sister-in-Jaw laughed, and later told me that the other woman likes to fancy 
herself a lowland Lao, but she's 'Kmhmu like the rest of us, born and bred up in the 
mountains! ' [La:o ko: pen kmhmu ni: le. Ba:o kre:t mi:ang n::i:o b: ju: phu: ju: do:i!]77. 
The most important issue raised by Ceng's comments and by these examples is that despite 
(or perhaps because of) the fact that Lao is the common national language and a marker of 
social advancement, there is strong pressure when interacting with other Kmhmu people to 
visibly maintain one's Kmhmu identity. At times this pressure is resisted by those who 
choose to adopt a Lao-icized identity as a means of social advancement, but this generally 
results in negative reactions and can be detrimental to relationships. The way in whjch Ceag 
reconciles his recognition of Lao as the common language on the one hand with the pressure 
to signal his shared Kmhmu identity on the other is by marking highly significant classroom 
practices as Lao and paying lip-service to the social importance of Lao, while carrying out 
the majority of communication in the classroom and the community in Kmhmu. 
8.5 Conclusion 
Throughout this chapter, it has become clear that Ceng establishes a link between the Lao 
language and the classroom while simultaneously using the students' mother tongue for the 
majority of classroom interaction both on and off stage, for interpersonal, management, 
metalinguistic and content teaching purposes. Like the language practices described in the 
previous case studies, Ceng's practices constitute only a partial reproduction of official 
discourses on the centrality of Lao, the secondary role of minority languages, the naturalness 
of Lao dominance, and the role of Lao as the language of national development. They also 
lead us to question the State's official representations of its own agency as compared to the 
passive receptivity of ethnic minority peoples. While minority teachers may openly voice 
government discourses on language and development, or may signal the importance of Lao 
77 These comments were made to me in Lao as this was my usual medium of communication 
with people in the district centre due to my higher proficiency in Lao than in Kmhrnu. 
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in institutionalised education, they are making language choices in the classroom and 
community which testify to their own agency to be creative w ithin the structures that 
constrain them. This agency will be explored in greater depth in the following chapter. 
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9 Conclusion 
9.1 Looking back on official discourses 
The aim of the first part of the research presented here was to identify and explore official 
discourses on ethnic minority cultures, languages and education in Laos. The tenn 'official 
discourses' is used here to refer to the discourses articulated in policy and planning 
doc1m1ents, in commentaries by their primary producers and consumers at the ministerial 
level, and in the professional actions of those producers and consumers. This is consistent 
with contemporary views of language policy and planning which see the locus of planning 
as residing in formal documents (policy as text), in the accompanying discussions and 
debates (policy as discourse); and in the behaviour and activities of significant individuals 
and institutions (policy as performance) (Lo Bianco, 2008). 
In order to carry out this exploratory project, a variety of key documents including the Lao 
constitution, the education law, and Party decrees and recommendations were examined 
alongside interviews with key Ministry of Education staff. Observations unde1taken during 
several periods of residency in Lao PDR supplied the 'policy as performance' perspective. 
This process afforded insight into official discourses in the wider sense of the term 
'discourse'; that is, not only as text but as social practice (Fairclough, 1995). 
From this process, several discomses emerged as dominant in the official domain. These 
included: 
• The discourse of interethnic solidarity and equality: this public discourse was 
identified as prevalent from the time of the Communist revolution. 
• The discourse of 'selective diversity': this is concun-ent with the above discourse. 
Ethnic diversity is celebrated only as far as minority beliefs and practices conform 
Lo ethnic Lao standards of worth. 
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• The discoui-se of Lao as the language of culture and development as compared 
to minority languages as secondary and instrumental. 
• The discourse of the State as agent and ethnic minorities as recipients of change, 
improvement and development. 
• The discourse of tbe naturalness of Lao cultural and linguistic domination over 
ethnic minorities. 
• The discourse of ethnic diversity as a problem. 
The research thus identified a tension in official discourses between multietlmieity as a 
national asset on the one hand and ethnic Lao centrality and eventual predominance as 
natural and desirable on the other. 
Tensions in language policy have been theorised in terms of an inherent tendency for policy 
to include overt and covert dimensions (Schiffman, 2006). According to this analysis, 
language policy includes the overt and explicit statements made in officially recognized 
texts and the dejure, top-down decisions which accompany them, as well as the covert, 
' implicit, unwritten .. . de facto, grass-roots and unofficial ideas and assumptions, which can 
influence the outcomes of policy making just as emphatically and definitively as the more 
explicit decisions' (Schiffman, 2006: 11 2). In the Lao case, however, this dichotomous 
analysis may be overly simplistic. 
Firstly, there is the problem of identifying policies as exclusively overt or covert. In the 
written policy texts we find both the discourse of intercthnic equali ty and the discow·se of 
ethnic Lao centrality stated overtly, although the discourse of Lao centrality is also 
articulated covertly in the texts. The constitution and Party decrees explicitly state the equal 
status of ethnic groups and the Party documents call for bilingual education, which might 
lead us to assume that interethnic equality is the overt policy orientation (although the call 
for bilingual education is not necessarily due to an orientation to interethnic equality). 
However, the Education Law stipulates the central role of Lao and the Lao Front for 
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National Construction text explicitly describes the backwardness of minority cultural 
practices. This might suggest Uiat the overt policy orientation is toward Lao linguistic and 
cultural centrality. To fu11her complicate this, while the Constitution states the equality of all 
ethnic groups (interethnic equality = overt), it does not allow for their languages to be used 
in institutional contexts (Lao centrality = ove11). 
A second and related problem with the overt-covert analysis is that it links overt policies 
with the State apparatus ('de ju.re', 'written ') and covert ones with individuals or 
organizations involved in their implementation ('de facto', ' unwritten'). However, as we 
have seen, if we are to apply the overt-covert distinction we must recognize both elements 
even at the top levels of official policy making (and for that matter at the grass-roots level of 
classroom teaching too). 
The tension between interethnic equality and ethnic Lao centrality in the Lao government's 
public discourse is perhaps better conceived of in terms of the conflicting goals of the nation 
state: on the one hand, inclusion of diverse elements and on the other, the construction of a 
unified national identity. This has been explained with reference to the Lao case as the 
tension betwee11 the process of 'reifying diversity' on the one hand, by which ethnicity is 
promoted but controlled within the national paradigm, and the process of 'homogenising' on 
the other, by which ethnic difference is suppressed (Pholsena, 2002: I 94). Other analyses of 
the Lao context identify a tension between civic nationalism on the one hand, which 
includes members of all etlmicities as citizens 'regardless of ethnic affiliation'. and etht1ic 
nationalism on the otl1er, which constructs a national identity built on the grand mythical 
past of the majority ethnic group (Evans, l 999a: 181-182). 
With specific reference to language planning, such tensions have been described in the 
South Ame1ican Andean context as the paradox between 'assimilation and pluralism' 
(Hornberger, 2000), and in the American context as the tension between ' unum and 
pluribus' (drawing on the language of the American State itself) (Lo Bianco 2001 in 
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Hornberger, 2003b: 333). Such descriptions arc based on the recognition that differing and 
conflicting agendas in language policy are not only the result of disparities between the aims 
of different stakeholders, but of disparity ln the aims of the State itself. 
ln the tension between these conflicting official discourses in Laos, it seems that ethnic Lao 
cultural and linguistic centrality prevail in language policy and more generally, now more 
than ever. It was made clear in chapter four that discourses of 'selective diversity', of Lao as 
the language of oational development, and of the state as agent are articulated implicitly 
even in texts which explicitly articulate a discourse of interethnic equali ty and solidarity. Jt 
was also demonstrated that the policy which serves as the working document for language-
in-education plam1ing, the Education Law, aims to reproduce the centrality and dominance 
of the Lao language. 
With reference to Lao government discourses more generally, others have explained the 
origin of the discourse of intercthnic equality as a means of garnering ethnic minority 
support for the Communist revolution (Pholsena, 2002: 193) and argued that with the 
increased stability of the state, the Lao government has responded less to the demands of 
ethnic minorities (Evans, 2002: 212) and proliferated a cultural-nationalism centered on the 
Lao ethnic group (Evans, 1999a). These analyses are consistent with the analyses presented 
here. 
The analysis of policy documents presented in this thesis thus resonates with other analyses 
of state discourses in the Lao context and with some analyses of policy tensions elsewhere. 
However, this is the first study to have examined the Lao policy documents to such a level 
of detail, the first to have focused on ethnic minority language and education in Laos, and 
the first to have considered the Lao policy from the perspective of the education officials 
engaged in writing and implementlng it. 
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The next questions to address are how the various discourses in Lao language policy are 
translated on the ground and what the relationship is between official policy and local 
practice. 
9.2 Looking back on classroom language: policy and practice 
The aim of the second part of the research presented here was to examine language practices 
in ethnic minority classrooms and to determine whether and how they reproduced, adapted, 
or contested the official discourses already identified. This was done by observing, 
recording, transcribing and analyzing lessons in three primary school classrooms in a 
predominantly Kmhmu district, and interviewing each classroom teacher. In addition to this, 
ethnographic observation of the local community and several other classrooms in the district 
was carried out. 
A conm1on sense assumption and one made by many Ministry of Education officials is that 
official discourses are reproduced - especially by lowland Lao teachers - on the ground. 
This would seem to make sense partly due to roost of those teachers' own identification with 
the majority cuit-urc, but also di.1e to the practical constraints placed on them by a Lao 
language cun-iculum, Lao language materials, and lack of training in bilingual teaching 
methods. However, this research has demonstrated for the first time in the Lao context that 
while teachers do reproduce the official discourses through particular classroom language 
practices, this reproduction is never total and in some cases is eclipsed by strong adaptations 
and contestations. 
9.2.1 Classroom case study one 
ln the first case study, Saisana was seen to reproduce the official discourses through much 
of her classroom language practice. However, this reproduction was accompanied by all 
acquiescence to her students' use of the mother tongue grounded in Saisana's belief in the 
naturalness of minol·ity language maintenance. Her students' uses ofK.mhmu contrasted 
sharply with the roles and values attached to minority languages at the national level. 
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The discourse of Lao ethnic and linguistic centrality is expressed implicitly in Saisana's 
teaching and explicitly in her interview comments. It is articulated in Saisana's use of Lao 
for the great majority of classroom communication, her use of Lao for 'on-stage' 
interactions and Kmhmu for 'backstage' ones, her rejection of Kmhmu responses to content 
teaching questions, and her relegation of Kmhmu to an interpersonal and marginal role in 
the classroom. It is expressed in interview comments where Saisana refers to Lao as the 
official language (literally the 'central language'p/Ja,1s,w kaang in Lao), the language which 
should be spoken with the teacher, and the language of wider communication in the 
community. The last of these comments is especially significant in that it docs not reflect the 
rea lity of intercultural communication in Nalae, which in fact occurs in both Kmlum1 and 
Lao, but an ideal. 
In contrast to this, Lao is not maintained as the central language of classroom 
communication by the students. The students in Saisana's class speak Kmhmu amongst 
themselves at all times and with the teacher at most times. Kmhmu is not simply a marker 
of interpersonal solidarity among students or between students and teacher, but is used by 
students both for the 'on-stage' (content teaching and learning) and 'backstage' (manageria l 
and interpersonal) work of the classroom. Rather than associating Kmhmu with the in-group 
village conununity and Lao with the school as institution, students use Kmhmu both to 
support and assist their peers and at times to impose the institutional norms of the school on 
them. Nor is Kmhmu only used for reasons of low Lao language proficiency. lt is used at 
times when a student would be equaJJy able to use Lao and it would be more convenient to 
do so. The students in this classroom accord Kmhmu a more central role than Lao, at times 
quite purposefully, in contestation of the teacher's preferences and in contradiction to the 
official policy. 
Despite her preference for Lao as the language of the classroom, Saisana acquiesces to the 
students' almost exclusive use of Kmlunu and characterizes mother tongue persistence in the 
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classroom and community as natural. It is in this regard that her language practice (policy as 
performance) departs from the official discourses (policy as text, and to some degree policy 
as discourse). Saisana does not scold or impose punishments for the use of Kmhmu with her 
or between students, although scolding and ptmislunent for other reasons form a part of her 
regular teaching repertoire. Nor does she refuse absolutely to respond to Kmhmu utterances 
by the students. A lthough she maintains Lao as the central language in her own classroom 
communication (with very occasional diversions into Kmhmu), she resigns herself to the 
students' maintenance of Kmhmu as their central language. 
While officials in the Ministry of Education claim that minority languages are merely 
secondary and instrumental in education and diminish in importance after the first year of 
schooling, Saisana recognizes that for the students in her class, K mhmu is of primary 
importance as a language of engagement with the curriculum. Where the minority and 
education policies cast the State as the agent in the development of minority peoples, 
Saisana allows minority students themselves to have some agency in choosing at least the 
language of their process of integration into the Lao State . Finally, while education officials 
explain the naturalness of minority languages' decline and eventual death in the struggle for 
national developmenl, Saisana describes the naturalness of minority peoples' choice to speak 
their own language, even in the primary institution of social and economic development: the 
school. As she says: ' it's still their language, you see'. 
9.2.2 Classroom case study two 
Like Saisana, Khamsuk reproduces a discourse of Lao centrality in the classroom to some 
degree. In his case, this is done through the use of Lao for lesson and activity frames, 
thereby giving tasks the appearance of having been completed in Lao; the reformulation of 
Kmhmu utterances into Lao in order to mark them as final and official; and the use of Lao 
for school discourse related items and routine classroom language, thus associating 
classroom specific topics and behaviors with the Lao langtrnge. 
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However, in contrast to policy discourses on the centrality of Lao and the secondary, 
instrumental role of Kmhmu, and in contrast to Saisana's particular adaptatjon of tbose 
discourses, Khamsuk accords a crucial role to the Kmhmu language in the classroom and 
beyond. He uses Kmlum1 not only for tbe interpersonal reasons which have been identified 
in much of the literature, and not only for occasional interpersonal or management pmposes 
like Saisana, but for key content teaching such as the explanation and elaboration of 
cwTiculum content. ln doing this, Khamsuk is not only allowing Kmhmu to take a central 
role in the parallel classroom discourse of his students, as does Saisana, but to be central in 
his own classroom discourse. In fact, the vast majority of communication in this classroom -
including teacher talk· is carried out in Kmhmu, rendering Kmhmu the real language of 
most teaching and learning here and Lao a rarely achieved ideal. 
As this comment suggests, it is not Khamsuk's ideals which arc so different from the policy 
discourses or for that matter from Saisana 's. All of them recognize Lao as the ideal 
language of classroom communication. Rather, it is the pragmatic and open attitude that 
accompanies Khamsuk's ideals which distinguishes him from the others discussed above. 
While policy makers and teachers such as Saisana accede to mother tongue use only as an 
occasional and temporary measure in the very first stages of schooling, adhering strongly to 
their belief in the centrality of Lao, Khamsuk maintains a Lao language presence in the 
classroom while simultaneously recognizing Kmhmu use as a strong and persistent need into 
the middle and lipper primary grades. 
Khamsuk's pragmatic approach is perhaps grounded in an openness to cultural and linguistic 
diversity which also contrasts with the policy discourses and with Saisana's beliefs and 
practices. W11ere policy makers represent ethni c and linguistic diversity as a problem which 
will eventually die out, and where Saisana recognizes the persistence of etlinic minority 
languages as a natural process but her own role only as witness, Khamsuk actively 
participates in the maintenance of ethnic and linguistic diversity in Nalae. He does this by 
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engaging in Kmhmu livelihood practices and social activities and by speaking Kmhmu with 
his neighbors and friends. Perhaps more significantly, he does so by speaking Kmhmu with 
his students despite ideological pressure to do otherwise. 
9.2.3 Classroom case study three 
The third classroom teacher considered here, Ceng, maintains a Lao language presence in 
the classroom which marks that language as linked specifically with the institutional 
teaching and learning context. He does this by using Lao for the most routine of classroom 
language and for items which are particular to school discourse, and by carrying out some 
explicit Lao language teaching. Such practices are unsurprising in relation to the literature, 
which notes the usually cenrral role of the L2 and 'annotative' or social role of the Ll , and 
in relation to the practices of the other teachers included in this study, and seem to amount 
to a reproduction of the official discourses on the centrality of the Lao language in 
education. 
However, Ceug's s use of Lao is minimal: he allocates an even more significant role to 
Knllm1u than Saisana and .K.hamsu.k do. Communication in this classroom is carried out 
almost exclusively in Kmhmu by both teacher and students, even during Lao language 
lessons; KmhJnu is used for content teaching, classroom management, and metalinguistic 
work as well as for establishing interpersonal solidarity; and the mother tongue is used even 
when comprehension of the Lao equivalent is probable. 
The language practices observed here can be described as signaling Lao status while 
maintaining Kmhmu dominance. These practices may be the product of Ceng's attempts to 
balance adherence to official discow·ses of Lao centrality in education on the one hand and 
his particular teaching circumstances on the other. This is not unlike the other two teachers 
presented in this study: all three teachers must seek to reconcile a belief in the importance of 
Lao in the classroom with the greater pedagogical efficacy of using Kmluuu with the 
students. However, unlike the other two teachers, Ceng must also reconcile adherence to 
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official discourses with issues around his identity as a Kmhmu person. These include the 
greater naturalness of using Kmlum1 with other native Kmhmu speakers, and the tendency 
for Kmhmu people to negatively sanction use of Lao amongst themselves as a form of 
pretension. 
Also unlike the other two teachers, Ceng is in a position to act as cultural and linguistic 
mediator for his students due to his inside knowledge and his personal experience of 
education as a minority group member. These conditions may provide Ceng with a greater 
motivation to contradict policy dictates on the language of education in comparison to 
Saisana and Klrnmsuk. 
Another area in which Ceng appears to negotiate a path between official discourses and 
local ones is on the topic of language, education and development. It was seen in chapter 
four that official policies and their makers identify Lao as the la11guage of national 
development, refer to minority customs or traditions as 'backwards' and ' restrictive', and 
understand minority languages to be destined for extinction. Ceng's use of Lao in the 
classroom signals his association between the Lao language and institutionalized education, 
and his interview comments draw a direct link between language, education, and social and 
economic development. His interview comments also explicitly state the backwardness and 
moral reprehensibility of Kmhmu people who have not participated in institutionalized 
education. In this regard, Ccng appears to reproduce official discourses on language, culture 
and development i11 toto. 
However, it was also seen that while Ceng does mark the significance of Lao in the 
classroom, the language can hardly be considered central to his teaching practice. 
Furthermore, it was noted that Ceng's expression when commenting on the backwardness of 
Kmhmu people was hesitant and faltering: it appeared to be a careful but rather unsuccessful 
impersonation of official voices. In contrast, he spoke fluently and candidly on the 
importance of maintaining Kmhmu language and culture in future generations. Furthermore, 
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Ceng's actual language use in the classroom and community are consistent with his 
comments on the importance of Kmhrnu maintenance. Here again, despite his apparent 
articulation of official discourses, a deeper reading of Ceng's comments and observation of 
his behavior indicates that overall he contradicts rather than reproduces those discourses. 
lt may be that while Ceng explicitly articulates government discourses on the central role of 
Lao in education and more widely in social development, the reality of Kmhmu dominance 
for practical and interpersonal reasons leaves these ideologies for the most part unrealised 
through his practice. Alternatively, perhaps Ceng is divided between his identity as teacher 
on the one hand and minority group member on the other, and this double identity is 
reflected in his double articulation of discourses, although ultimately it is his social ties as a 
Kmhmu man which predominate. Certainly the multiple nature of identity has been 
recognized in the literature. Chick, for example, writes that 
'Each individual and each group has identities that are diverse, provisional, 
often overlapping and even contradictory because, through their discourse, 
interlocutors ... position themselves and one another (and/or the groups they 
belong to) as participants in a wide range of different and not necessarily 
compatible story lines. , (Chick, 2002: 463) 
Whatever the motivation, Ceng cannot be said to fully, or even substantially reproduce 
official discourses in his teaching practice. We can't call Lao 'central' in his case when it is 
barely present in the classroom, and we can' t call it ' natural' as for Ceng it's the opposite of 
natura l. 
The tlu·ee case studies s1.1mmarised above constitute the first detailed examination of ethnic 
minority classroom language practices in the Lao PDR. They demonstrate that while 
teachers ' and students' practices may be consistent with official assumptions to some 
degree, in fact this consistency is often millimal. They also demonstrate that the classroom 
language practices examined here do not only contradict assumptions (and requirements) 
327 
within the Lao Ministry of Education, but contradict some of the evidence from other 
multilingual classroom contexts around the world. This serves to caution us against making 
our own assumptions about the nature of language use in similar but unfamiliar contexts and 
suggests that we adopt more dynamic understanding of language-in-education poHcy and 
planning which considers classroom practice closely. 
9.3 Theorizing the policy-practice relationship 
9.3.1 Rethinking policy 
The discussion of policy in this thesis has used the tem1 to refer to official documents and 
measures originating with government agencies. Certainly it is these forces which create the 
situation in which teachers and students work on a daily basis: the content of classroom 
study, the language of the curriculum and materials, the tTaining (or lack of training) of the 
teacher, the number of students in the class, and so on. However, the details of how content 
is taught and in what language, and in places such as Nalae, even whether and when content 
is taught and whether and when that is done in the national language, are matters ultimately 
decided by each teacher. 
For this reason, we can expand our notion of policy to include those decisions made by 
teachers in response to directives coming from the top down and to the particular 
circumstances of their practice. The significance of teacher decision making has been noted 
in the I iteraturc ( c.f. Cummins, 1986) and has led some researchers to use the term ' teacher 
policymaking' (e.g. Skilton-Sylvester, 2003). Elsewhere, the idea has been expressed in 
terms of policy 'enactment' (Davis, 1994) and policy 'performance' (Lo Bianco, 2008). 
These conceptualizations all provide an effective means for recognizing at once the 
signrncance of teacher decision making and the agency of teachers in shaping their 
classroom practice. 
A feanire of teacher policymaking is that, as we have seen. it frequently conflicts with and 
contests official policy. Canagarajah writes: 
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[T)here is considerable policy formiilation and institutionalization of linguistic 
practices at the other end of the policy spectrum - that is, local conm1tmities 
and contexts. In interpersonal and classroom relationships, marginalized 
subjects are resisting established policies, constructing alternative practices 
that exist paral lei to the dominant policies and, sometimes, initiating changes 
that transform unequal relationships ... (Canagarajah, 2006: 154) 
This policy fonnulation and institutionalization constitutes what Hornberger has called 
' language planning from the bottom up' (Hornberger 1996 in ibid), whereby approaches to 
multilingual education are determined by those engaged in the education process 
themselves. 
9.3.2 Official policy and teacher policy: Conceptualizing the divide 
The disparity between official policy and teacher policy can be understood in tenns of what 
Blommaert, following Silverstein (1998), describes as the difference between 'linguistic 
communities' and 'speech communities' (Blommae1t, 2006: 243). A linguistic community is 
that conummity produced by and reproducing the nomrntive discotu-ses of the State. That is, 
it is a community of members claiming a linguistic commonality such as the speaking of 
English as the national language. A speech conummity, on the other hand, is a community 
of members who use an actual form of speech whether it is consistent with the hegemonic 
discourses of the State or not. 
1t should be noted here that the term ' speech community' is not being used in its traditional 
sense to conjure the image of a singular unit, bounded and situated in a particular 
geographical location. This notion has been criticized in the literatnre for oversimplifying 
the complex ways in which linguistic practices travel across loci and speakers, especially in 
an age of globalization (c.f. Rampton, I 999b, Hill, 1999). It is used rather to refer to groups 
who share, to some degree, local practices - call them overlapping communities, or 
unbounded communities, aggregations of speakers, or even linguistic cultures - in contrast 
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to the ideal national linguistic community produced in official discourse and reproduced by 
the majority with whom it resonates. 
In the Lao case, the Paity recognizes the presence of 49 languages in the country, and any 
Lao person would acknowledge the ethnolinguistic diversity of the population - it is the 
stuff of many a joke. The Lao linguistic community as created by the State and reproduced 
by the majority ethnic group within that State is then multilingual (though less multilingual 
than it is in reality, with well over I 00 languages). 
However, in this linguistic community Lao figures as the dominant language, the medium of 
communication in official contexts, and the lingua frai1ca for conununication between 
members of diverse ethnic groups. Membership of this community must thus be very 
limited. As we have seen, in parts of the country Lao is not dominant at all. In fact, the 
'minority' language may be the mother tongue of the majority of people. It may also be 
spoken in official contexts such as government offices and schools, and may serve as the 
lingua franca between ethnic groups. Many speakers in such places do not participate in the 
linguistic con1111u11ity as regulated by the State but fom1 speech conununities with practices 
unaccounted for in official discourses and at least partially unregulated by them, although of 
course the orientations and afOliations of individuals in such places are varied, multiple and 
complex. 
The existence of such 'speech communities' despite the Lao government's attempts at 
cultural and linguistic integration of the population has implications for our understanding of 
the agency of local actors within the structures of the State. Such agency was unaccounted 
for in the theories of Bourdicu, which gained widespread popularity in the social sciences 
from the 1980s. Bourdieu's theory of symbolic domination (Bourdieu, 1977a,, 1977b,, 
1991) addressed the way in which minority cultures and languages are devalued in favor of 
the majority. According to Bourdieu, this devaluing is grounded in the economic dominance 
of one culture/language but becomes generalized to a symbolic hierarchy in which the 
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economically dominant culture/language is represented as inherently superior. This symbolic 
order is naturalised through the institutions of the state, most particularly the school, then 
reproduced by minority people themselves, who thereby participate in their own symbolic 
domination. 
Critical analyses such as Bourdieu's have been described as 'pessimistic, deterministic and 
reproductive', casting people as 'trapped' in particular configurations of power (Pennycook, 
I 999). ln contrast to the representation of minority peoples as powerless to challenge the 
subjugation of their cultures and languages, instead participating in this subjugation 
themselves, more recent literature has emphasized the tendency of minority individuals and 
groups to creatively resist and adapt the discourses of the majority. In his introduction to a 
1999 volume on linguistic styling, Rampton describes the papers as 'looking ... at the 
intricate ways in which people use language to index social group affiliations in situations 
where the acceptability and legitimacy of their doing so is open to question' (Rampton, 
1999b). In an earlier collection, Martin-Jones and Heller devote one issue to 'the 
reproduction of hegemonic relations' and another to ' the analysis of ways in which 
participants contest the legitimacy of discursive practices, and hence the prevailing symbolic 
order' (Martin-Jones and Heller, 1996: 4-5). In an overview of language policy research 
based on the critical theories of Bourdieu among others, Tollefson describes how 'despite 
language policies favoring dominant groups, oppressed ethnolinguistic groups may exercise 
resistance by creating and sustaining alternative social hierarchies in which "non-standard" 
languages are crucial' (Tollefson, 2006: 48). 
The shift away from structure and toward agency has been especially strong in the field of 
code switching research, with even relatively early work chal lenging the theories of 
Bourdieu. In an overview of code switching studies, Woolard ( 1985) demonstrated that 
minority languages and cultures may be positively valued in contrast to dominant discourses 
not only when the rules of the 'linguistic marketplace' are suspended (to use Bourdieu 's 
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wording), but in alternate marketplaces, as a means of expressing solidarity and reaffirming 
minority identities. This view has been echoed in the work of Heller (1994,, 1995b), who 
describes the 'interstices' which provide a space for resistance in bilingual schools; of Lin 
(Lin, 1999), who describes the ' transformation of social worlds' in non-mother tongue 
medium classrooms; and of Hornberger (2000), who describes minority language students 
and teachers as 'bricoloUJ'S', transforming stigmatized social identities, to give but a few 
examples. 
The present study adds to the body of code switching literature which challenges the 
hegemony of Bourdieu's theories. lt provides another example of the creative ways in which 
members of minority groups transform and resist dominant discourses on the value of their 
languages, this time from a previously unstudied context: Kmhmu schools in Laos. 
However, the conclusions from this study go beyond those of the work mentioned above. As 
was noted in the three case studies presented here, most previous studies have demonstrated 
the value of minority languages in the 'alternate marketplace' of interpersonal solidarity. 
The use of minority languages has also been described as 'sm-reptitious' (Canagarajah, 2006: 
160), occurring in 'unofficial and off-task contexts' (ibid), in ' hidden interstices' and 
' marginalised' spaces (Martin-Jones and Heller, 1996: 7-8), on 'contrasting dimensions' 
(Woolard, 1985) and for 'back-stage' purposes (Arthur, 1996). 
This study presents non-standard speech practices which contest official discourses not only 
for interpersonal reasons and in marginal spaces but openly in the 'standard marketplace' of 
official on-stage cu1Ticulum teaching and learning in the classroom. lt has demonstrated that 
whil e minority languages may be useful in 'strengthening bonds of collective identity 
(Luykx in Hornberger, 2000: 192), this is not the only - or even the primary - rationale for 
their use in some educational contexts. The research presented here is thus significant in 
broadening our conceptualizations of the possibilities of minority language use in 
contestation of the discourses of the State. lt suggests that we should continue to examine 
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language practices both for their own sake and as a means of gaining a fuller understanding 
of the nature of strucn1re and agency. 
Another issue highlighted by this study which has implications for theories of language and 
the State is the diversity of li11guistic practice even among teachers within similar contexts 
and with similar conditions. A lthough each of the case study classrooms presented here was 
different in several regards and the study was not intended to be comparative in a controlled 
sense, the classrooms had much in common. They were a ll in the same geographical area, 
with speakers of the same lm1guages, students of the same or similar ages and backgrounds, 
teachers of roughly equal training and experience, and for two of the teachers roughly equal 
minority language proficiency. ln two cases the classrooms were even of the same 
appearance and of equal distance and accessibility from the district centre. Yet teachers' 
practices ranged from almost no use of the mother tongue to almost exclusive use of the 
mother tongue. 
Such diversity is noted in the work of Skilton-Sylvester (2003) on ESL classrooms in 
America. She explains that differences across institutions are allowed by America's ' loosely 
coupled' (Tollefson, 1984) policy context, where there is no single policy enforced by a 
central authority, but various language policy-making institutions at different levels, with 
various orientations to minority languages and bilingual education. Martin-Jones and Heller 
(1996) also discuss ' loosely coupled' structures, here taking the concept from Giddens 
( 1984). They explain that where 'there may be multiple centers and sources of power and 
prestige, and a variety of loosely connected structtu·es and processes' there is more 'room 
for practi ces of resistance' (1996: 7), and where structures are more highly coherent, there is 
less. 
However in other studies, code switching researchers have found significant variety in the 
practices of teachers even within the same institutions and even when those institutions are 
governed by strongly prescriptive and coherent policies. For example, Zentella found 
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dificrences in the amount and type of LI use in officially bilingual classrooms in the USA 
where the school policy stipulated clearly the manner and extent of English and Spanish use 
(1981: 328), and Lin (Lin, J 999), found considerable differences in L1 use across Hong 
Kong classrooms where State and school policies mmmbiguously favored exclusive use of 
tbc L2. 
Tile present study has found strikingly different degrees of mother tongue use, and thus of 
resistance to or pragmatic adaptation of official discourses, even where the context is one of 
coherent and strongly articulated policies originating with one central authority. Although 
there arc contradictions between the explicit statements of different policy documents at the 
highest level of government, it is only one or those documents - the Education Law which 
is used as a working policy document to inform language-in-education planning. 
Furthermore, the teachers in this study were only fa miliar with one government policy 
directive: the strong and explicit statement of the status of Lao as the only medium of 
education. It was this policy which was promulgated and reinforced by the provincial and 
district education authorities, which have no legal power to work independently of the 
central, national level government. In fact, it might be difficult to fi nd a syslem more 
centralized and tightly controlled than the Lao one and national, provincial and local 
structures more tightly integrated than in this Communist model. 
It thus seems reasonable to suggest that it is not the degree of coherence or laxness of State 
structures including language policy that allows room for resistance, or for diversity in the 
ways in which minority language speakers resist dominant discourses. Rather, it appears that 
no matter how consistent the policy appears to teachers and how inte1:,1Tated policy-making 
and implementation agencies arc, when the policy is strongly out of step with the needs of 
teachers and students in schools it will be resisted or adapted to some degree. However, the 
natw·e of that resistance or adaptation will take different forms as teachers are guided by 
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their own understandings and preferences rather than by an appropriate policy directive or 
by training in the effective use of the mother tongue. 
9.4 Language-in-education planning in Laos: Looking back, looking 
forward 
The present study does not only make a contribution to language policy and code switching 
research, and to discussions of language and the State more broadly. It is also the first 
academic study which can make informed recommendations on language-in-education 
planning in Laos. Whereas in the past Lao language-planners and educators could only rely 
on studies of similar contexts around the world (from which the present context has now 
been shown to differ) or on assumptions about the responses of Lao teachers to the Lao 
language-in-education policies (assumptions which in the Lao ministries and the Lao 
development literature were untrue), we now have a detailed picture of classroom language 
use in an upland, ethnic minority district of Laos in relation to the official policies. 
Perhaps the issue to have arisen from this research which has the most direct implications 
for language policy-makers in Laos is the enormous mismatch between the official policy 
and what occurs in classrooms on the ground in this context. The mismatch between policy 
and practice is a common situation in countries around the world, and is described in 
Blommaert's theory of linguistic community rmd speech community discussed above. It is 
certainly due at least in part to the ideal of the monolingual state which arose in 191h century 
Europe as part of nationalistic claims to independence and from there was transplanted in 
colonial (then post-colonial) settings (c.f. Lo Bianco, 2005). 
Even in the European context of two centuries ago, monolingualism was generally not a 
social reality within the national boundaries in which it was promoted. However, in colonial 
and post-colonial contexts it tended to be even further from reality, as the borders of 
colonial states had been drawn according to the politics of colonization rather than along 
ethnic lines. Of course, this was further complicated by the fact that the monolingualism 
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being imposed in (post) colonial contexts was often in a foreign (colonial) language. Now, 
in an age of globalization and mass-migration, ethnic diversity within states is even greater 
and the monolingual ideal even further from reality. 
The ideal does persist, however, not least in the Lao PDR. Despite the Lao government's 
rhetoric of multicthnicity, it is evident in official discourses on diversity as a problem and in 
official policies which favor the Lao language only. The persistence of this ideal at official 
levels leads to a situation in which the policies and plans issuing from those levels arc 
inappropriate to the (often positively valued) multilingualism on the ground. This creates the 
classic policy-practice mismatch, which has taken various forms in the language planning 
literatlffe as the difference between policy as intended, enacted, and experie1 ced (Pavis, 
1994); policy as text versus policy as discourse (Ball, 2006); and policy as text, discourse 
and performance (Lo Bianco, 2008). Although each theory represents the problem a little 
differently, they all capture the tensions and contradictions between what happens at official 
levels and what happens in communication on the ground. 
Lao Ministry of Education officials recognize the language policy/language practice divide 
in their country, but explah1 it as an inevitable aod s light divergence between the documents 
(here meaning the Education Law) and the situation in classrooms, and one which is easily 
overcome by teachers. One official in 1hc Ministry explained that policy is necessarily 
'general' (vao /uam /uam) while practice is based on the 'real s ituation' or the ' real 
conditions' (sopha.p tun chjng, ngian kiwi tun chh1g). Several officials referred to teachers' 
use of the mother tongue 'only for explanation' (mi: te: ka:n attiba:i ban), 'just for some 
lessons and some content ' (mi: te: ba:ng bot hion, ba:ng ni:a na1), and only in the first grade 
or first grades (presumably one and two). Officials claim that it is up to the teacher to decide 
how to use the mother tongue (though aJwuys with the fair assumption that this will only be 
oral). One high-up official said: 'It's just according to necessity and appropriateness in the -
it just has to be up to the teacher. We don ' t advise [on that]' (Mi: te: ta:m khuam t~ngka:n 
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tbi m:i som nai ka:n - te: man k:i: txngju: nam to: kbu: e:ng. Hao b:J: 11e 110m). These 
comments indicate the degree to which Lao education officials minimize the significance 
and extent of the gap between policy and practice, and the difficulty of teachers in turning 
the policy into a practice which suits the needs of the students. That is, the comments 
indicate a degree of recognition among officials that there is a difference between policy as 
intended, and policy as enacted and experienced (Davis, 1994 ), although probably not in 
those terms. Yet what officials do not recognize is the extremity of this difference and the 
degree of difficulty which it causes fo r teachers and students. 
Language policy and planning in Laos, and indeed in many other countries around tbe world 
including in the West, takes an approach consistent with what has been called ' the first 
phase' of language policy and plann ing scholarship in the West, from the early 1960s to the 
early 1970s (Ricento, 2000). This included an emphasis on national unification, 
modernization and efficiency (Rubin J 97 l in Ricento 2000: 199) and an abstraction of 
language away from its sociohistorical and ecological context (Ricento, 2000: 200). 
Over the past three decades, language policy and plaMing scholarship in the West has 
shifted away from such ideas, moving through a critique of the assumptions of linguistics 
and development, to linguistic human rights and ecological approaches which emphasize the 
need to recognize and foster diversity (e.g. Hornberger, 2000, , 2003b, Skutnabb-Kangas 
and Phillipson, 1994, Skutnabb-Kangas, 2006). Skuttnab-Kangas has argued for social 
multilingualism not only for ethical reasons, but for the advantage of the society (Skutnabb-
Kangas, 2006) and Hornberger has suggested the need to recognize the tension between 
'relativity and uniformity, between pluralism and assimilation' in order to reach the goal of 
a 'truly intercultural education' (Hornberger, 2000: 194). 
Yet Lao policy makers and their counterparts throughout the world remain fixed to varying 
degrees within the paradigms of the early scholarship. Even the countries from which most 
of the current theorists come have yet to embrace their ideas fully. For example, although 
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they have both introduced bilingual education programs in the past. America still struggles 
with its bilingual education policy (see Lo Bianco, 2004) and from 2009 Australia will 
further minimise the role of indigenous languages in government schools in the Northern 
Territory, the region with the highest proportion of students with an Aboriginal mother 
tongue. Closer to Laos' borders, although the government of Cambodia has drafted 
legislation which would allow bilingual education for ethnic minority students in the first 
years of schooling, the Thai legislation allows the teaching of minority languages as subjects 
of study, and the governments of both countries allow donor-sponsored bi Ii ngual education 
programs, these governments do not fund bilingual education programs themselves 
(Kosonen, 2005). Laos remains even further from ecological and linguistic human rights 
approaches. As has been demonstrated, Lao language planners are not concerned with 
ecological balances but with cultural and linguistic hierarchies, and they arc not aiming to 
provide even an apparently intercultural education, let alone a true one. 
It is clear that in order for classroom teaching and learning in Laos to be more effective, Lao 
language planners should adapt tbe policy to be more in-step with recent theories: sensitive 
to linguistic human rights and to the linguistic ecology of Laos. However, it seems fair to 
assume that it would be with difficulty that Laos could move from its current approach, 
grounded as it is in a Structuralist, positivist and ethno-nationalist paradigm, to one of those 
currently promoted in the literature. Although recent documents mention bilingual 
cducation78, ministry officials explain this away as 'oral' bilingualism, maintaining the 
dominance of the Lao language, at least in the official policy. 
111e present research cannot suggest what would need to happen in order for Laos to move 
away from its current orientation toward an ecological approach which values cultures and 
78 The Education for All: National Plan of Action, quoting the National Growth and Poverty 
Eradication Strategy (NGPES), and the National Socio-Economic Development Plan 2006 -
2010. It is significant to note that NGPES and the Development Plan are not Issued by the 
Ministry of Education but by higher level committees. 
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languages equally in education and allows not only for minority language maintenance for 
the sake of diversity, but for improved educational attainments among minority children. 
Ricento and Hornberger (1996) note that change is most likely to occur from the bottom up. 
However, this may be a difficult proposition in a Socialist country such as Laos, where 
official policy-making and education administration more generally are so centralized at the 
ministerial level. Certainly top-down change is also important in influencing language 
practice in communities and classrooms, but at present this seems even less likely than 
bottom-up initiatives. There arc, however, some steps in the development of language-in-
education policy and planning which seem viable recommendations in the current Lao 
context. 
Medium of instruction 
The disadvantages of L2 education for minority children are well-documented (sec for 
example Tollefson and Tsui, 2004). The present research demonstrates that the current Lao 
policy, which recognizes only Lao as the official medium of instruction but allows for some 
secondary and supportive oral input in L l , leads to two main responses. Teachers either use 
mostly the L2 as the law dictates and thus rely on 'safe talk' practices where students are 
not engaging with material. Alternatively, teachers use the LI, thus allowing for more 
understanding of and engagement with curriculum content, but as the students are not 
learning in the language in which they' ll be tested or study further they're likely to be 
disadvantaged in the longer term. 
There is obviously a rationale there for transitional bilingual education at least, but as 
bilingual education is strongly resisted in the ministry at present, this is not a viable 
recommendation. Rather, it seems more strategic to argue for stronger official support for 
the oral use of minority languages in classrooms. At present, Ministry of Education officials 
state in conversation that L1 use is allowed as a support for teaching in Lao. References to 
bilingual education in the Education for All document (Lao Ministry of Education, 2005) are 
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also taken by ministry staff to refer to oral use of the L l. However, the oral use of the 
mother tongue is not codified in policy and planning documents which reach the lower 
levels of education administration (e.g. the Education Law or other documents disseminated 
by the MoE). 
The status of minority languages as acceptable media of spoken communication in the 
classroom should be codified, with recognition of the degree of oral LI use which is 
required (i.e. not only minimal amounts in the first year) and of the purposes for which it 
can be used (i.e. not only the translation of individual words or phrases). Documents should 
then be disseminated to provincial and district education authorities with accompanying 
seminars to discuss their implications (the standard procedure when new documents are 
issued). Beginning or end of year education administration meetings are an ideal opportunity 
to do this. 
Recruitment and deployment of teachers 
The case of Khamsuk described above shows that minority teachers are not the only ones 
who can integrate socially into minority communities and use minority languages with the 
students. In fact. other researchers have observed that foreign teachers usually learn the 
language of their students (Chick, 2002: 468). However, minority teachers do seem more 
able to relate to students ' cultural background and act as mediators between the world of the 
village and the world of the curriculum, as was demonstrated in the case of Ceng. 
Also, proficiency in the students L 1 among non-minority teachers may be more likely in 
p laces such as Nalac, where two ethnic groups have coexisted for centuries and the minority 
language is spoken to some degree by everyone, or in the case of foreign teachers with no 
ideological orientation against the minority language and culture. In districts with much 
more recent histories of migration and greater ethnic diversity, or in cases where teachers 
from outside may bold negative views of the minority language, outside teacher proficiency 
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in the local language may not be as common, although research would need to be carried 
out in order to determine whether this is indeed the case. At present, it seems judicious to 
suggest that the Lao government increase efforts to train and deploy willing etlmic minority 
teachers in their own geographical areas. 
Teacher training 
The director of the Department of Teacher Training in the Ministry of Education at t11e time 
of this research stated that there is now a greater focus on ethnic minority teacher 
recruitment and training, but the structural changes which would facilitate this, such as t11e 
(rc)establishment of teacher training programs with lower entry levels, the (re)establishment 
of teacher training instit1itions in remote provinces, or the inb·oduction of distance and 
conummity-based learning programs, have not been made. On the contrary, ilie emphasis on 
the standardization of programs and the centralization of institutions which began in ilie 
early 1990s appears to continue today. Tbjs may need to change if the Ministry is committed 
to increasing the m11nber of trained ethnic minority teachers in schools. 
The relevance of teacher training coi.ild also be increased by including units on the effective 
oral use of the mother tongue. At present, not only is spoken (as opposed to spoken and 
written) bilingual education not officially supported in the working policy documents, it is 
not supported in teacher training institutions by giving trainees a grounding in relevant 
methods. The Lao-Australia Basic Education Project, which ran from J 999 to 2005, 
implemented teacher training in the use of the Concentrated Language Encounters (CLE) 
model, first developed in indigenous education in Australia and from there taken up in 
Thailand. The director of the Department of Teacher Training has stated that training in 
CLE will be included in general teacher training programs, however, it is unclear as yet 
whether and when this will happen. Furiliermore, while the CLE model does facilitate the 
use of the mother tongue, it does not in itself specify exactly how to do this at the micro 
level of communication. Thus teacher training programs would not only need to include 
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training in CLE, but provide additional guidance on mother tongue interaction at the micro 
level. 
In order for this to be successful, however, training would also need to address negative 
attitudes to the use of the mother tongue and to code switching, although these issues may 
be more significant for lowland Lao trainees than for their ethnic minority classmates. 
Ideally, teacher training programs in multilingual contexts should also build awareness of 
the role of language in the production and reproduction of identities and relations of power 
(Adendorff, 1993), although given the orientations of education officials and trainers, the 
viability of such an endeavor in the Lao context is questionable. 
9.5 Future research directions 
Although the research presented here has gone some way toward describing the language 
pol icy and practice of ethnic minority primary school education in Laos, has contributed to 
academic discussions on the nature of language, power and the State, and has led to a 
number of recommendations for language planners in Laos, it is only a be!:,rinning. Further 
research in the area is much needed. 
This could begin with case studies of classrooms in other parts of Laos in order to determine 
to what degree the classroom language practices described here are common to other parts 
of the country. Such case studies could be carried out in different regions, among different 
etl:mic groups, and in the mixed-ethnicity classrooms which arc becoming more common 
with internal migration. Building on this, researchers could compare school performance in 
different curriculum areas between classes with teachers who do and don ' t use the mother 
tongue. 
Following on from the recommendations regarding teacher training, research could be 
carried out into whether and how training teachers in the use of the mother tongue affects 
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their classroom language use and the performance of the students. Such topics could be 
particularly well suited to the action research model. 
Looking at the issues from another angle: researchers note the importance of teacher 
language use in the sociallzation of students (e.g. Martin, 1996, Ferguson, 2003). If this is 
the case, the diversity in teacher approaches to language in Laos is creating students with 
different patterns of socialization. Longitudinal studies of students with different classroom 
experi ences of language use could be carried out in order to explore how those students' 
attitudes to and uses of their languages may differ in the longer term. 
Finally. research might monitor official attitudes to bilingual education in Laos as well as 
examining interest in bilingual education among ntinority people themselves in order to 
determine whether and how this possibility could be pursued in the future. 
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Appendix 1: Classroom observation codes 
Time Participants Speech behaviors (teacher) Speech behaviors (students) Languages Grades 
Teacher T Elicit content El cont Reply (own) R (o) Lao L I 
All students Ss Elicit volunteer El vol Reply (from text) R (t) Kmhmu K 2 
Some students Sm Reply R Read aloud Rda Indeterminate UK 3 
One student s Repeat Rt Request help Rq h 4 
Confirm Cn Request explanation Rqex 
Introduce Int Repeat after teacher Rt (t) 
Instruct Ins Recite Re 
Explain Ex Report progress Prog 
Read aloud Rd a Report problem Prob 
Translate Tr Chock understanding Chu 
Elicit translation El tr Volunteer information Vol 
Check understanding Chu lfelp classIDate II 
Check progress Chp 
I Correct Ct 
Give feedback F 
Time Participants Speech behaviors (teacher) Speech behaviors (students) Languages Grades 
Elicit feedback Elf 
CalJ attention C at 
Scold Sc 
Orate Or 
Comment Com 
Joke J 
Help student H 
' 
-
Appendix 2: Sample lesson analysis table 
Ceng 1111/05, 8.00am 
Grade 1: Lao; Grade 2: Mathematics 
Key: 
non-bold 
bold 
underlined 
green 
r..:ll 
Sp. 
T 
T 
=Lao 
= Kmhmn 
= indetenninate language 
= word-by-word gloss 
- lTanslation 
Sample 
[writes letters on b] 
Ye, kbien ye. 
MODAL. write go MODAL. 
Go on <tnd '' ri1c. 
Gaay ki. 
Come here. 
Come !11.: ·1.. 
[writes] 
Kh::>: ning. Chong t£:m sai pi:m khien. 
Point one. Must draw put book write 
F 1rs1 po m D1m1 u 1mo \lHU ·1 1ktluoks. 
Chong t£:m sai pi:m khien 1£:w khien chamnuan ti:m ta:m lamdap. [p] 
Must draw put book wri te then vvrite amount add follow order 
L Act Interaction Pts. 
Mgt 
K Inst 1 :cl 
Inst l:in 
Cont 2:cl 
L Ral/wr 
Rt r al 
2:in 
,.,. 
s 
T 
Dnm 11 mlll vour noteboob then write the amount following the listed order. 
(?) [points out letter on b] 
G ·•? m. 
This 
f' _ t'lkL 
T I Eh ca' bne a? [= ca' gi in Hadchone dialect] 
Do way this INTERROG 
Ltkl lus' 
rfixes Jetterl 
T I Khien un blia ne, h::i :ng pg : rung ne. 
s 
T 
T 
Write IMPER nice EMPH class grade one E.MPH 
\\ nk 11 K1.t. ~-r.ide ~·ne 
Gen un brieng khien ne. 
STOP IMPER they write EM.PH 
Don t let them .vrne _or you 
Bo gu khien heem te de' . 
T hey like write younger sibling take E:MPH 
fh1:y 1 .1. le '( J1e1 "' 1L ' ''l<. sis11.r:-
Teeng de' me' de' te un blia. 
Do take one take self IMPER nice 
Do n m1.:el~ 01 your o\· 1. 
Un cbaay da ti' me' ti' te. 
IMPER a ble by hand one band self 
\till hJ\1. be Jble t':l J~> 1 b: )t'l. ~1. • 
Bic pe blien. 
Pen NEG come out 
\l) ')1. IS1 • ·H1r 1·m.;,. 
Pe blien? 
NEG come out? 
ll 1sn ·, ' or\... mg'' 
Pe hlien go khien da to' te. 
NEG come out then write at table self 
It )' I. ll ;;. l L 1-. ~ v Ul ~ I 
6 un bik te bo gu khien, khien to', bik i de' voh an dee. 
I l!ive pen self 2PRS.PL like write, write table, pen lPRS.SG broken manv CLAS EMPH 
.-
K Ch 
K Joke Int 2 :in 
K Inst Mgt I :cl 
Inst 
Com 
Inst 
Inst 
Com l :in 
Ch 
K joke lnt l:cl 
Sc 
I 
-
\\ ht"n I give you my pen. you alw3ys write on the rnble. Lots of my pens ha\e been broken you 
kno\\ 
Khien go khien ciao, te yob hraac braac to hni.' 
Write then write paper EMPH self go scratch scratch table this 
I l r .. t!l ·1g 1 n 1;, '- t l s• .;''- Jl. r s..:ratch 1 at the table. 
Grang o, to. Ge pe le maak khamphaai. [p] 
Hard EMPH table. 3PRS.SG NEG good ballpoint 
T'K l<Jbk "'1:m.1 •. oL .u1. It s o :!l•Oct 1c.. Jle 'J_IJpo1111 
T I Hooe w? 
Finished lNTEROG 
.\ft. \0 :J 11111 ... h,:d I 
S I Da 
Not )et 
s I Hooe 
Finished 
' T I o khien leek leev nap le le de. 
7.12 I T 
s 
T 
lPRS.SG write number then count good good EMPH 
\\ hc'l I \\mt. he ·mmbL ·s. ~ l L· iun chelll L.uerul 1\ 
Somut lav gi ke' hni, ning. ~:ng, un khien no. 
Suppose that this like such here one. two, IMPER write, TAG 
HIS( s;1 1h1s ·1e Is like llle l •U hr .... L \ iL I - )J\. ~ 
Saam sip bOk ni, saam sip saam sip sii sip ha khien (?) 
Thirty six here, thirty three. thirty four, thirty five 
llus 1s tlrnt> six.. tlurt-. tlu..:e. l,.11v 1.1ur tlun\ 11\L 
Khien ye khien ye. 
Write MODAL write MODAL 
(.i( I t.~l. mu T' .e 
Pe hlien, bile. 
NEG come out pen 
\h pt. 'l " l<., 1 orktng 
Pe hlien go khien. (Pe) un bo de' bik te. Bo ci hraac hraac ge. 7.12 
NEG come out then write NEG give 3PRS.PL take pen self 3PRS.PL.M, FUT. Scratch 
scratch 3PRS.SG 
I 1 s11l•t ,, i.n.;yot.sltl •\~ o r1e.l'mnotgivingyoumypcn.You'll~crmchit 
Khien pe hlien ki. Khien 2i ke' . rPI 
Sc 
Com 
K I Ch prog Mgt 2:cJ 
R 2:in 
R 2:in 
K Inst Cont 2:cl 
Exp inst 
Inst 
K Inst Mgt l :in 
Com 
Com/sc 
T 
T 
s 
T 
T 
T 
Write NEG come out here. Write this like such. 
It Jcx.>sn 1:0'.111;. ou ' 'l -n1: !Ke 111., \\ r • . t __ .t. ,is. 
Eey, gseh ah. [package on desk falls] 
EXCL fall meat 
Oh ·~ it.. 1cn! 
Aho, ba gi. 
meat lPRS.SG, 3PRS.SG.F this 
That's m~ meat, ;!lrl 
Hien nangsw, la ' bwan gmuul veet ah be. 
Study letters soon can money buy meat eat 
U",ou siuJ, so<.n v )ll 0 1l n-t.:e en0u~. ni 1ne• lll buv meat to cat. 
Ee. Khien un blia ne. 
EXCL. write PURP nice E:\'IPH 
Right ·~ae sl s l 11.t 
Gooy khien gooy te un ge blia, gen un brieng khien em. 
Slow write slow take PURP 3PRS.SG nice stop IMPER 3PRS.PL write EMPH 
\\ r111. '111.t Jn. s ._, ..,, 1 ' 111.e ~. _ 1e1 11e· .·1<1. 
Un blia. 
PURP nice 
\lake 1 'l 1Lt 
Bik pe hlieo 
Pen NEG come out 
\:I) pen 1sn · t "orkl'1~ 
Gme' pe Wien, gme' pe hlien, j'.!;m po' yo' sa. 
Which one NEG come out, which one NEG come out, borrow with friend MODAL 
\\'hich me1s1 \•- l1r~ng 1 \ lien ine 1sr ' 1 ..... ug Bnrro\ Jr,e1·011·~ •'L'-~nend ht.;i 
Bik i' meb bik kbien cia, pe meh bik kbien s' oong hmwan bo. 
Pen lPRS.SG be pen write paper, NEG be pen write wood same 2PRS.PL 
\l\ 01:r s - 11.1' 0 It ,:;: _ p: 1per '1' .. "lel1 '-' • 11 ."' ,\1. 1a I...... ·cirs. 
Dre :. atthiba :i. dre :. h:> :ng pg : s:> :ng dre :. 
EMPH explain EMPH class grade two EMPH 
I n go1m:. o t \.Pl ... )"-. 1;; . 1.1 a 1. s. 
Vithi: kl::: hni, Ice: ca' gi. 
Technique solve this, solve way this. 
Inst 
K Com Int 1 :cl 
Com l:in 
Com l:cl 
K Inst Mgt 1 :cl 
Inst 
Rt inst 
Com 
Inst 
K I Joke Int l :cl 
KIL I Frame Cont 2:cl 
Exp 
,.... - -,__ ______ _ 
9:00 
This is .h1.. '"l) o S•ll e th1.. problem. 
Yeeng, yeeng da ki em. 
Look, look at here EMPH 
Lt Jk look 11~r1.. 
Gi ke' hni, gi meh leek hmeh, gi ke' hni? 
This Jike such here. th.is be number what, this like such here 
1 his c .e n1..re. ' 1:" HJ 1n1.. '" 11 11~ 1e 11..Tc:' ' 
Gi meh leek hmeh ro' gi ge ci root gav sip hOk? 
Tb.is be number what put 3PRS.SG, FUT reach ninety six 
\\:fp: lL_ 1~.:r r·u1c. m p111 her1.. f ,. u '='' L'J 1 Jd\ st' 
Gi meh hmeh, gi meh hmeh ching ci meh gav sip hOk? 
This be what, this be what so FUT be ninety six 
\\hat s t•,,s. :vh; 1 s this so 1 ,, ill "i1.. 1e·, p · 
Baat hni gi ci meh hmeh, gi ci meh hmeh, gi ci meb hmeh, ching ci root nwng looy ha? 
Moment this this FUT be what, this FUT be '"'hat, this FUT be what, so FUT reach one 
hundred five 
"'°'' , iJ nm.IJ this one be. what would thtS one be. what would this one be so it would go up 
w a hundr~ md rh e·' 
Gi ci meh leek hmeh, gi ci meh leek hmeh, ci meh leek hmeh? 
This FUT be number what, this FUT be number what, FUT be number what 
\\hat number \OU id this be: "''" n.ur 'lei ,, ouk .. 1h1s ix. wha1 11umb1:r \\ ould '" 1x '! 
Gme' gme' ci root nwng looy sip sooog? 
Which one which one FUT reach one hundred twelve 
\\ h11:li 1..111.. ·' 1 111 l< 11 b1.. 11 .;:. n 1l.. c:u n' · dve? 
Me:n ti:? 
Be TAG 
rJn -. 1, IS1 JI 
Ca' gni' too. Juur ro' ki. 
Way this continue. Go down add here. 
't ou keep ;!omg like th..11 't ou ;!o do\u (th.c II~( .1nd put ll m here. 
T I [pJ (ham ge gi) (meen a?) [changing drawing] 
how about 3PRS.SG this be INTEROG 
liO'' , '1\..UI 'Ls 1..111.. . _ 11 f1 :_, 
T I Ee, teen2 ca' 2i no. 
Catt. 
Exp 
Exp 
Rt exp 
Exp 
Exp 
Exp 
Ch 
Inst 
K I Ch Mgt 2:cl 
K I Inst I Cont 2:cl 
EXCL, do way this TAG 
Right. you Jo 11 ike 1ha1 OK'? 
Nwng looy sip soong. [p] Hmwan yo' t£: wa: gnaay ge (?) Exp 
' 
One hundred twelve. Same together but that one 3PRS.SG 
One hundred Jnd rweh e 11 s L'le SJ mi:. but tha1 one 1 '!I 
T Ge gi hooc khien ti? K Chprog Mgt 2:in 
JP RS.SC here finish write TAG 
) ou·\e finishett \Hllmg this one. ha\·en•t you? 
Ge gi hni khien (leek). Inst 
3PRS.SG here this write (number) 
For this one. write the tnumbersl 
Eh de hram hni. Inst 
Do take amount this 
Do this much. 
T Ge pe thwk lamdap sng me khien ploh. K Ct Cont 2:in 
3PRS.SG, NEG right order thing 2PRS.SG.M write onJy 
It's 1ust the order of" hat vou've "~1tten th.:L 1s11 "t rt;?.ht. 
11.25 T Ao, Jee, yob khien yeeng. K Inst Mgt 2:in 
EXCL NAME go write look 
OK. Jee go \\file 1t ana let's see. 
T Ne, gi ke' hni meh kav sip hOk, gi ke' hni meh hmeh? K El cont Cont 2:in 
EXCL this like such here be ninety six. this like such here be what 
r here. th1 s one here 1s nmely s1 '· so w 'lal s llus one here'' 
Meh hmeb hni? [s writes) Rt el 
Be what here 
What'-. tlus one 
T Hooe ti? Cb prog Mgt 2:in 
Finish TAG 
) ou·re finished. aren·1 You? 
T Ee. Neeng s'me, w, ye'. K Com Int 2:in 
Yes. Know true TAG 2PRS.SG.M 
'i es. \ ')U real!\ k.nm', don 'r voi;· 
T Ao. thl:k a? KIL Elf Cont 2:cl 
EXCL correct INTEROG 
~~~~~~~~~--"'"'-~~~~~~~~~~~~~------~~~~~~~~~~-~~~~~~~~ 
\I· i!..'.:l· ;sit ni?hl'? 
Ss I Thi:k -
T 
Correct 
Its ngl r 
Top meu som soei. 
Clap hand congratulate. 
(11 t" <.round of .. nr«. 1s1: 
T I Ao, me' ci yob ke: gni' ? 
EXCL who FUT go solve this one 
5,,, '. h<. s J.OI i'=" :::· L 1 ~ 1d ,, I' .. __ tis one'! 
Me' ci yob? 
Who FUT go 
\\ 'lO "J _:;o 
Tieng, ti? 
NAME, TAG 
fo:ng. n;Jtt? 
Ao, Tieng yob sa. 
EXCL, NAME go MODAL 
O"-. k 's 11a~e 11;: ·1g:;,) 
[s goes out]. 
Ao, yob me. 
EXCLgo EMPH 
(J(l on 
T I Gi meb gav sip hOk, gi meh hmeh, gi? 
This be ninety six this be what this 
fh1s1srnn1::. .) s1 \\n:r sth 1so11e'1 
Garn too meh hmeh? 
3PRS.SG.IMPERS continue be what 
\\ 11;)( s ht: cfle 11ter 11 
T I Hooe khien a? 
Finish write INTEROG 
H e - l l '1JS LC _ r .._ . 
T Ee, saav cet. 
Yes, twenty seven 
F 
L F 
K El vol Mgt 2:cl 
Rtel 
Rtel 2:in 
Inst 
Rt inst 
K El cont I Coot 2:in 
Rt el 
K Chprog I Mgt 2:in 
K Conf Cont 2:in 
\ es. C\h~nt) seven. 
Meh hmeh, gnP? El cont 
Be what this one 
\\hat"s this one'' 
Kav sip pee~ kav sip kav? Ch 
Ninety eight ninety nine 
'inel) eight. nmel) ·11ne· 
Hooe ca meh bmeh? El cont 
Finish FUT be what 
After that what'' ill 1 be') 
Ao. thi:k oo:. ta:m lamdap lc:k? KIL Elf 2:cl 
EXCL correct INTEROG follow order number 
I OK. 1~ it nght. folio\\ mg the orck 1.. f the numbers? 
Tho:k IE:w no? F 
Correct finish TAG 
JI 's right. 1sn 't 1t'.1 
T Ao. to: pai meh me' ci yob? K El vol Mgt 2:cl 
EXC L continue go be who FUT go 
SI 
OK. who's gom~ to go next'' 
R o ci yob 
IPRS.SG, F UT go 
rt I g(, _ 
R o ci yob kn 'bni 
S2 1 PRS.SG, FUT go behind 
T 
I' 11 go after that 
Inst Un cmgwn yob sa. 
IMPER girl go MODAL 
Let "ha\e a !!::rt .!.O. 
T 'Vii, eh ca' me'? [=eh ca' me', Hadchone dialect) K Joke Int 2 :cl 
EXCL do way which 
Oh. hen\ an. \\e J011 £: lus'! 
1 T Yohsa. K Inst Mgt 2 :in 
Go MODAL 
(Jo Oil. 
,.._ 
-
~ 
Ao, na:ng Si: pai. L Inst 2:in 
EXCL miss NA..\itE go 
01\.. \llss '-,11 ~l-
Yoh me, yob me. K Inst 
Go EMPH go EMPH 
(10 on. gl 01 
Inst 
Ee, Cit, Cit, Cit [student goes outj 
Yes, NAME NAME NAME 
01\.. Cit c I (II 
T Thi:k ro:? KIL Elf Cont 2:cl 
Correct INTEROG 
Ss 
Is 1h .. 1t ngh1 ' 
F 
b 
Yes 
) cs 
T Me'ciyob? K El vol Mgt 2:cl 
Who FUT go 
Who'll go 
s o, o. R 2:in 
lPRS.SG IPRS.SG 
\k ne 
T Ao,(?) (name) Inst 
EXCL, NAME 
OK.. smuen s 1c.mc:) 
[student goes out] 
15.15 Pe neeng go khien mooy to. Inst 
NEG know then write one CLAS. 
o J ,1p 
"'-" 
IL .I 1,; 1 d~t " 'I .-.... 1e of them. 
T [advises student at board] K Cont 2:in 
Ro' gi na. Inst/exp 
Put here EXCL 
j>.1· I 1n lh. 1,; 
(?) Yeeng. Inst 
Look 
Let·s see 
Ao, th:>:k b:>:? KIL Elf 2 :cl 
EXCL correct INTEROG 
Ss 
Is u nght'! 
Thi:k F 
Correct 
H's nght 
T Ao, me' ci yob khien? K 
[XCL who FUT go write 
El vol Mgt 2:cl 
s 
<;?K. wh(1 ·s going to go and write it? 
0 R 2:in 
tPRS.SG 
Me 
T Neeng a? Chund 
Know INTEROG 
Do yot. knm\ it . 
Ee,yoh yoh. Inst 
Yes go go 
0"-. go. ~o. 
I 
Me' pe da' yob go yob. 
Who NEG yet go then go 
Inst 2:cl 
\\hoe\ er hasn !!One .·el. :!O 
T Nwng looy sip soong. T:>: pai meh mvng looy hmeh? K El cont Cont 2:cl 
One hundred twelve. Continue go be one hundred what 
Ont: hundreJ and m e .1\ e '\e'" 1s ~ hundreJ a~1d \\hat'? 
Saav saam? R 
Twenty three 
Twenty tluee" 
Elf Sao saam thi:k b:>:? 
Twenty three correct INTEROG 
Ss rs lwenl' three ngl , .. F 
Thi:k 
Correct 
~~~~~~~~ ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~- ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~·"'-~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~-'--·~~~~~~~~~~~~~-"""" -
lr'sri!!hl 
T Nuu, nuu. Yoh khien, Nuu. K Inst Mgt 2:in 
NAME NAME go "Tite NAME 
'\uu '\t.u. C!o id .1me. 
T Kao siQ, thi:k lx>:, kao siQ? KIL El cont Cont 2 :cl 
Ninetv correct INTEROG nine~ 
Is n nel) ngh1 m11d\ 
Thi:k a? 
Rt el 
Correct INTEROG 
ls It right' 
Ss ~ R 
Yes 
\es 
17.00 T Yoh luang ki, yoh luang ki. K Inst Mgt 2:in 
Go side here go side here 
Someone irom .hb s 1dt: ..:o. his side go. 
T lihih! Cmgwn hni iiaak fiilr. K Sc Int 2:in 
EXCL girl this hard slippery 
Oh. tht"se !!Iris ,ire h:m1 ' \lr" 
Brieng lav yoh ngeuan hnay gaay hnong Ieng hOt kon. 
3PRS.PL say go since then come still insist adjust skirt 
'\ ou 'e b\e 1d 1 tnl. ht:•n ..:\ tr <•!!e-; .-11<.. lt:\ e 1] 'ltent on fo:im.! their skirts. 
T (?) Luang gi. (?) K Inst Mgt 2:in 
side this 
l l11s 1dt. ' 
T (Ma' ee) K Exel Int ? 
mother EXCL 
((·ee. 
T Pai b::rn. L Inst Mgt 2:in 
Go place 
(,, b.11 .. ,,~ \/(l seat.. 
T Thi:k le:w n:>? KIL F Cont 2:cl 
Correct finish TAG 
l(s nghi. isn t 11' 
Chi: Je:o ka. gi meh ke: KIL Frame 
taam lamdap. {Lamdap leek nai) kaan khien. L 
Remember finish TAG this be solve follow order. Order number in NOM write 
\ ou remer'tber •hr~. uc. n ·r ~ OL ' This 1s worh:mg 1. OLll riased on th1; order ot the .,, tten numbers 
rreads to self from textl 
T Hong p": ning h06c a? K Chprog Mgt I :c1 
Class grade one finish INTEROG 
F irsl cla.ss. are .., ou tint shed'! 
Ss - R Ee 
Yes 
'i es. 
Ss Nyang L R 
Still 
T 
'\ot \et. 
Nyaog? Ch 
Still 
'\or we'' 
- K Inst Da' h6oc leev khien ne. [long pause] 
Not yet then \nite EMPH 
T 
llyou· re not finished yet then keep writing. 
L Chprog Laew a? 
Finish INTEROG 
Finished.' 
R 
Ss e: 
Yes 
'I e<. Int 
22.15 T Laew kho thi neung (?) 
Then point REL.PRO one 
So. first exercise 
T Hlien hong(?) eh hmeh? K Sc Int 2:in 
Go out room do what 
\\h) are you gomg Ol I of the room? 
Khu: tat khaoe:n de:. L Sc 
- ·----------- ---- - --~---
Teacher cut mark EMPH 
1'11 takl.! on 11ar' 
T Ao, hOoc, nhakJ2h:rne ba:t ni: na. K inst Mgt 112 
EXCL finish rest moment this EMPH 
UK. It 01.. .I.! :i 1S1ll:l. l 11...1 _ I! 1Lu b1cak now. 
Appendix 3: Latin orthography for Lao 
Consonants 
Letter(s) used in this odhography Lao letter lntemational Phonetic Alphabet symbol 
k n [k] 
kh 2/ri []('] 
ng ~ fol 
ch "l [tJ] 
s ~IP, [s] 
ny E.I [Jl] 
d '1 [d] 
t Cl [t] 
th tVm [f°] 
n 1J [n] 
p v [p] 
ph r:JIW [ph] 
~~~~~..,,,,::-~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~""-~~~~~~~~~~~~~.,,....._~~~~~~~~~~~~~...... ""-
Letter(s) used in this orthography Lao letter International Phonetic Alphabet symbol 
f r.JllJJ [t] 
m JJ [m] 
y El [j] 
I ;.:, [I] 
v ;:) [w] 
b m/5 [h) 
NB: Lao tones are not distinguished in this orthography, thus different Lao letters representing the same sounds in different tones are given only one 
corresponding Latin letter (e.g. 2/ri = kh). 
Vowels 
Letter used in this orthography (short/long) Lao letter (short/long) International Phonetic Alphabet symbol 
ala: x ~Ix "l [a) 
iii: xix [i] 
iii: xix [m] 
u/u: x I x [u] 
• • 
ele: 'x~ It x [e] 
clE: ax~ I" x (E) I 
I 
o/o: 1x~I1 x [o] 
'11-:i: t X'l~ I x [-:i] 
re/re: ex I ex [~) 
NB: The 'x' in the 'Lao letter' column above represents the initial consonant of the syllable to which the vowel belongs. Lao vowels cannot be written 
without this consonant in place. In the case of empty onset syllables in Lao, the 'silent' consonant e is used in this position. 
---
- - - _ ......_, 
Diphthongs / Triphthongs 
Letters used in this orthography Lao letter International Phonetic Alphabet 
transcription (short vowel only) 
ia/i:a txe.i~ I cxv [ia] 
(in medial position between two XJ X~ I Xj X 
consonants) 
ia/i:a xe/xa [ma) 
ua .;:;:, [ua) 
ai/a:i 1x, 'ex I X"leJ [ai] 
ao/a:o t X"l / X'l;) [ao] 
ro/ e:o tt)fo I ttX<:l [eo] 
ui xv I XeJ [ui] 
• • 
rei/c:e:i &v 1 txe.i [ai] 
iao/i:ao XJ<>I XJ<:l [iao] 
iai 
Q [mai) txee.i 
uai X<:IEJ [uai] 
Consonants 
Letter{s) used in this orthography {from International Phonetic Alphabet symbol 
Summa, Sayavong and Preisig 1994) 
p [p] (high tone) 
t [t] (high tone) 
c [t.f] (high tone) 
k [k] (high tone) 
b [p] {low tone) 
d [t] (low tone) 
j [tfl {low tone) 
g [k] {low tone) 
bm [m] (high tone) 
ha [n] (high tone) 
ii (Jt] (low tone) 
::--.. -
-
Letter(s) used in this orthography (from International Phonetic Alphabet symbol 
Sim.ana, Sayavong and Preisig 1994) 
ng [IJ] (low tone) 
hr [r] (high tone) 
I bv [v] (high tone) 
'm [?m] (high tone) 
'a [?d] (high tone) 
·y [?y] 
NB: The IP A symbols given here represent the phonemes as found in the Western dialects of Kmhmu (those of the research site). As aspiration in the 
Eastern dialects is replaced by a tone system in the Western dialects, distinctions between aspirated and non-aspirated phonemes have become distinctions 
between the same sound produced in high and low tones. Several IP A symbols thus appear twice above, where phonemes have a high tone and a low tone 
variant. This is noted in brackets. 
Vowels 
Letter used in this orthography (from Sllnana, International Phonetic Alphabet symbol 
Sayavong and Preisig 1994) 
i [i] 
w [w] 
u [u] 
e [e] 
e [ ::i] 
0 [o] 
e [ f; 1 
e [A] 
0 [:i] 
a [a] 
NB: Long vowels/long diphthongs are indicated in this orthography by reduplication (e.g. short = a; long = aa). 
~~~~~~_,.----~~~~~~~~~~~~~~_...~~~~~~~~~~~~~~--',....._, .,.-., ~. 
---· 
Diphthongs 
Letters used in this orthography (from International Phonetic Alphabet tramcription 
Simana, Sayavong and Preisig 1994) 
av [ao] 
ay [ai] 
oy [oi] 
ev * [&o] 
* Not included in the Simana et al orthography but used in the thesis to transcribe Lao words with this diphthong borrowed into Kmhmu. 
l 
